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Abstract

By the 1990s, Atlanta's historic Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills (The Mill) had fallen into
extreme disrepair. After operations ceased, the 19th-century factory suffered from years of
neglect, forcing the decision to either demolish or rehabilitate its industrial structures.
Fortunately, a choice was made to convert the majority of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills’
buildings into residential lofts, despite the significant financial risk. The research related to
this study aims to address whether the successfully renovated Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills
could identify as an open-air museum.
Answers to this question were obtained from Primary Sources (such as interviews
and emails from museologists and the mill management’s documentation housed in
academic archives) and Secondary Sources (such as printed books and articles related to the
history of The Mill, published biographies, and online resources that included relevant
academic theses).
Research finds that the rehabilitated mill does, in fact, present itself as a publichistory site and even incorporates many aspects of an open-air museum. While the
educational presentation of The Mill’s history could be improved, the intangible and tangible
history is adequately maintained and is sufficiently available to the general public. These
findings, however, do lead to more questions. How could public access be improved? What
entities will manage the open-air museum? What does an open-air museum mean for the
current residents?
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Every great city ought to have an open air museum, not only for the preservation of
buildings, objects and traditions, but also, wrote Bather, because our civilisation, in
its haste to make progress, ‘too often roots up the wheat with the tares, and it is the
function of museums to sift out the wheat and garner it for future use.’
–Sten Rentzhog quoting Francis Arthur Bather (1863-1934), Open Air Museums:
The History and Future of a Visionary Idea
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Introduction

Transforming the many post-industrial buildings abandoned in the twentieth century
is often complex and problematic, as it involves multiple objectives and stakeholders (i.e.:
developers, preservationists, investors, architects, etc.), who must all interact with each
other in an effort to achieve what seems, at times, a herculean task. As challenging as it may
be, however, the adaptive reuse of seemingly unusable structures has allowed cities to inject
new opportunities into their neighborhoods, especially those suffering from an economic
downturn. In particular, post-industrialization and the closure of large factory complexes
have produced ready-made infrastructures for urban designers and architects to integrate
history and modern life.
Regarding the adaptive reuse of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills, it is essential to look at
crucial decision-making strategies that affected the design and architectural choices. The
framework of this paper is to address the complexity of reuse problems and solutions by
investigating: 1) the biography of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills; 2) the rehabilitation process of
Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills; 3) the value of the tangible and intangible aspects of Fulton Bag
& Cotton Mills; 4) how the renovated residential complex fits into the category or
classification of an open-air museum; 5) the fiduciary responsibilities of maintaining iconic
historical buildings; 6) the intricacies of an historic site functioning as both a living space
and as an open-air museum, where the public may visit.

Background

Headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia, Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills was one of the largest
employers in the South, with over 2,600 millworkers by the mid-20th century. Founded in
1881, this all-purpose mill housed massive amounts of machinery and, at its peak, was the

ix

third-largest cotton bag factory in North America. Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills also developed
a vibrant and near-autonomous mill village, which was initially known as “Factory Lot,” but
was later renamed as “Fulton Mill Village,” and finally, in the 1970s, “Cabbagetown.”1
The symbiotic relationship between Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills and Fulton Mill
Village lasted for nearly 100 years. Within Fulton Mill Village, mill workers created a new
way of life, weaving together their rural heritage with their experience of factory labor. The
rehabilitation and revitalization of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills took place between 1996 and
2008, fostering a vibrant and engaged community among other adaptive-reuse projects in
Atlanta.

Literature Review

During operations, the sheer size of Atlanta’s industrial buildings – their visual and
environmental impacts – profoundly affected the landscape and the people who lived and/or

worked in the textile mill and mill community. The built environment reflected the values
and aspirations of a society, embodying meaning beyond mere aesthetics. Following the
Industrial Revolution, rapid deindustrialization led to a surplus of abandoned and unused
industrial complexes throughout the country. There are several case studies in the United
States and Canada, where the adaptive reuse of abandoned and derelict mill complexes was
more advantageous than demolishing these old buildings.
The most relevant of these include Exploring Adaptive Reuse in Abandoned
Industrial Spaces: a Possible Future for Affordable Housing (2006), Geruso’s study of the
conversion of the Kennedy Steam Biscuit Factory (Massachusetts) into lofts and the

Julia Brook, Lee Dunagan, Elizabeth Z. Macgregor, et al., “National Register of Historic Places – Nomination
Form,” Atlanta, Georgia: National Park Service, June 18, 1975; April 3, 2006, https://thepatchworks.org/wpcontent/uploads/2021/03/Application-to-Place-Cabbagetown-on-the-National-Register-1975.pdf.
1
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American Tobacco Company (North Carolina) into affordable housing.2 Similarly, in his
thesis, The Adaptive Reuse of Industrial Heritage Buildings: a Multiple-Case Studies
Approach (2018), Sugden focuses on the adaptive reuse of industrial heritage buildings in
Ontario.3 These case studies share certain points in common with the Fulton Bag & Cotton
Mills, where converting a crumbling building into a functional venue positively impacted the
neighborhood in which they were located.
Primary sources on the development of the Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills from its
inception in 1881 to its closing in 1981 can be found in the Georgia Institute of Technology
Archives; secondary sources include the 1975 Nomination Application for the National
Register of Historic Places (and its 2006 Addendum),4 as well as books about The Mill
written by Cliff Kuhn (Contesting the New South Order: the 1914-1915 Strike at Atlanta’s
Fulton Mills, 2001)5 and Gary Fink (The Fulton Bag and Cotton Mills Strike of 1914-1915:
Espionage, Labor Conflict, and New South Industrial Relations,1993).6 In 1980, The Patch,
Inc. submitted to the U.S. Department of Commerce a community-restoration proposal –
The Ole Cotton Mill Project – that included revitalizing Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills.7 Atlanta
City Hall’s Archives Office of the Atlanta Urban Design Commission offers documentation
for the rehabilitation project set forth by Aderhold Properties, Inc.8

April D Geruso, “Exploring Adaptive Re-use in Abandoned Industrial Spaces: A Possible Future for Affordable
Housing” (Master of Science Thesis, University of Texas at Austin, 2006), 45-55,
https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/bitstream/handle/2152/22206/Geruso-2006.pdf?sequence=2&isAllowed=y.
3 Evan Sugden, “The Adaptive Reuse of Industrial Heritage Buildings: A Multiple-Case Studies Approach”
(Master’s Thesis, University of Waterloo, 2018), 17, UWSpace http://hdl.handle.net/10012/12823.
4 National Park Service, “National Register of Historic Places – Nomination Form,” PDF.
5 Clifford M. Kuhn, Contesting the New South Order: The 1914–1915 Strike at Atlanta's Fulton Mills (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001), 20-21, 54-55, 87.
6 Gary M. Fink, The Fulton Bag and Cotton Mills Strike of 1914–1915: Espionage, Labor Conflict, and New
South Industrial Relations (Ithaca, NY; Cornell University Press, 1993), 18, 40-41.
7 The Patch, Inc., “The Ole Cotton Mill Project,” Atlanta, Georgia: n.p., June 1979 to October 1980,
https://thepatchworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Ole-Cotton-Mill-Project-TAP-1979-1980OPTIMIZED.pdf.
8 City of Atlanta’s Offices of the Atlanta Urban Design Commission, Fulton Cotton Mill Rehabilitation Project,
Aderhold Properties, Inc., LD-97-020, LD-97-039, LD-98-046, LD-98-012, LD-98-106, Atlanta, GA, 1997-1998,
https://thepatchworks.org/audc-fulton-cotton-mill-rehabilitation-1997-2008/, PHOTOS.
2
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Other current literature and discourse on industrial adaptive reuse projects focus on
rehabilitation within a larger framework: as a redevelopment tool proven to be effective.
What is clear is how the interventions have created an excellent example of public histories,
helping to educate everyday people about their shared historical society.
When converting Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills into lofts, Aderhold Properties, Inc.
created an open-air museum from the factory buildings and machinery left in situ. Tahseen’s
and Aljumaily’s journal article, The Role of Open Museums Outdoors in the Revival of
Intangible Cultural Heritage (2020),9 contemplates the benefits of open-air museums.
Paardekooper's thesis, the value of an Archaeological Open-Air Museum is in its use:
Understanding Archaeological Open-Air Museums and their Visitors (2013),10 offers a
holistic approach to understanding the theory of an open-air museum from management to
visitor experience.
A comprehensive history of open-air museums and their potential application in
today’s world was provided by Rentzhog’s Open Air Museums: The History and Future of a
Visionary Idea (2007),11 Laenen’s A New Look at Open-Air Museums (n.d.),12 and Angotti’s
Planning the open-air museum and teaching urban history: the United States in the world
context (1982).13 Their historical analyses provided crucial insight into the evolution of openair museums that helped inform this paper’s conclusions.

Eman Tahseen and Saad Khudair Aljumaily, “The role of open museums outdoors in the revival of intangible
cultural heritage,” IOP Publishing Ltd. 928, no. 2 (July 15-16, 2020): 4.
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1757-899X/928/2/022138/pdf.
10 Roeland Paardekooper, “the value of an Archaeological Open-Air Museum is in its use: Understanding
Archaeological Open-Air Museums and their Visitors,” (PhD diss., Sidestone Press Dissertations, 2013), 289, 291.
11 Sten Rentzhog, Open Air Museums: The History and Future of a Visionary Idea, Sweden: Jamtli Förlag and
Carlsson Bokförlag, 2007, 33-35, 38. PDF.
12 Marc Laenen, “A New Look at Open-Air Museums,” International Council on Monuments and Sites 20-22,
(n.d.): 125, 127-128.
13 Thomas Angotti, “Planning the open-air museum and teaching urban history: the United States in the world
context,” Museum: Museums of Kiev, museums across the world 34, no. 3 (1982): 180-181.
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000050740.
9

xii

History of Fulton Bag and Cotton Mills

Development of The Mill and Surrounding Mill Village

In 1868, a 25-year-old, German-speaking European immigrant named Jacob Elsas
teamed up with three fellow German-speaking immigrants – Isaac May, Julius Dreyfus, and
Morris Adler – and launched a company eponymously named Elsas, May, and Company.
The four men embarked on an operation in downtown Atlanta, producing paper and cotton
bags.14 Elsas’ decision to establish a bag-making enterprise resulted from a previous
business effort when he was a young entrepreneur in Cartersville, Georgia, where he landed
in 1865, shortly after the Civil War.
In Cartersville, Elsas – while running a general store with his first business partner, a
formerly enslaved person named Mose White – recognized that a bag shortage was causing
ongoing issues for customers and vendors transporting groceries and bulk products. Elsas
surmised that bags needed to be manufactured on a grander scale to meet demands for
packaging and shipping large quantities of goods. Cartersville, however, could not provide
him with the necessary infrastructure, so Elsas moved to Atlanta in 1867.
The insight Elsas gained from his Cartersville experience paid off. By 1874, Elsas,
May, and Company had established the very successful Southern Bag Manufactory; within a
couple of years, the company launched an additional division that focused solely on cotton
feed sacks. By 1876, the Southern Bag Manufactory had outgrown its downtown location,
compelling Elsas and his partners to begin the search for a site spacious enough to expand
their operations. Simultaneously, Elsas had been increasingly frustrated by the common (but

Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills (MS004, Series 4), 1929-1955, Archives, Library and Information Center, Georgia
Institute of Technology.
14
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financially impractical) southern practice of purchasing finished cotton cloth from New
England mills; he longed to establish a cotton mill of his own.
Thus in 1876, Elsas approached Atlanta businessman H.I. Kimball, who held a
charter for a cotton mill under the name of the Fulton Cotton Spinning Company. Kimball
had no intention of exercising the charter, so he sold it to Elsas, whose company
subsequently surveyed land in an outlying area of east Atlanta and next to the Georgia
Railroad, where an iron foundry – the Atlanta Rolling Mill, later renamed the Confederate
Rolling Mill – once stood.
Constructed in 1858, The Atlanta Rolling Mill was intentionally destroyed in 1864 to
keep it from falling into the hands of General Sherman and the advancing Union Army; the
site had remained undeveloped ever since.15 With the landscape clear of other structures and
obstacles, Elsas chose the destroyed Atlanta Rolling Mill’s site for his factory. “The new site
selected for the mill… was chosen for its proximity to the coal supplying railroad and to a
branch of the Yellow River, no longer extant, which supplied the factory with the water
necessary to carry on its operations.”16 (fig. 1) Elsas and his partners obtained financial
backing in the amount of $100,000 from Lewis Seasongood – a Cincinnati-based, GermanJewish banker Elsas had known during the Civil War – and proceeded to build their new
cotton mill, making good on the Fulton Cotton Spinning Company charter. In 1881, the first
mill building was completed, constructed with bricks made onsite.17
Success drove rapid growth. A factory for finishing, printing, and sewing bags was
completed the following year, and machine and carpenter shops followed in 1884. “The
climax to this activity came on May 4, 1889, when Elsas rechartered the expanding business,

Franklin M. Garrett, Atlanta and Environs: A Chronicle of Its People and Events, 1880s-1930s (University of
Georgia Press, 1969), 427.
16 National Park Service, “National Register of Historic Places – Nomination Form,” n.p., PDF.
17 Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills (MS004, Series 4), 1933, Archives, Library and Information Center, Georgia
Institute of Technology.
15
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capitalizing at $250,000, as Fulton Bag and Cotton Mills, Inc.”18 Isaac May’s death in 1888
prompted Elsas to buy out May’s shares, solidifying Elsas’ leadership role in the company.
With this development, Elsas and May’s original partners focused solely on running the
company’s paper division in another factory west of downtown Atlanta.
In 1895, the cotton mill was sufficiently at capacity with production, and Elsas built a
second mill, repurposing the original 1881 mill as a bleachery. The new mill, known as Mill
#1, housed approximately 40,000 spindles (ten times the spindleage of the original mill).
Customer demand again spurred further development, and in 1903, Elsas began
construction on yet another mill, known as Mill #2. With the expansion, the factory erected
additional structures to supplement operations and improve efficiency: two picker buildings,
a bleachery, warehouses, and one of the South’s largest steam engines, which was located in
the Power Plant.19
With these structures, the factory could now take bales of raw cotton through myriad
steps (carting, spinning, weaving, bleaching, etc.) and – to create a fully finished product –
even branched out to include several additional processes, such as the dyeing and printing of
cloth and the production of canvas. Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills became a fully integrated
enterprise and, most notably, “the first cotton processing mill to manufacture cotton bags
standardized in size,”20 feats that also led it to develop “one of the longest-functioning,
factory-supported villages in the South.”21
When deciding to construct Fulton Cotton Spinning Company within Atlanta’s city
limits (albeit on its outskirts), Elsas borrowed certain methodologies from northern mills,
particularly the construction of onsite housing for employees. The result was a mill town

Fink, The Fulton Bag and Cotton Mills Strike of 1914–1915: Espionage, Labor Conflict, and New South
Industrial Relations, 18.
19 Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills (MS004, Series 4), 1933, Archives, Library and Information Center, Georgia
Institute of Technology.
20 National Park Service, “National Register of Historic Places – Nomination Form,” n.p., PDF.
21 National Park Service, “National Register of Historic Places – Nomination Form,” n.p., PDF.
18
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called Factory Lot (later known as Fulton Mill Village) (fig. 2). Before the cotton mill’s
construction, the area had been partially subdivided, and a small settlement preexisted with
wood-frame dwellings, none of which allegedly remains today.
Due to a turn-of-the-century fire that destroyed Atlanta’s historic housing records, it
is unclear nowadays when this pre-cotton-mill community was first built, who lived there, or
even if any of the original homes still exist. In 1881, knowing the origins of the pre-existing
neighborhood was of no concern to Elsas and his partners: the site possessed several
important advantages. First, the property value was cheaper than land nearer to the city;
second, it was close enough to downtown that people could still walk to work; third, if one
could afford public transportation (i.e.: horsecars, followed by the electric streetcar), stops
were within a quarter mile of the village; and fourth, because of area boundaries, the
settlement encouraged a sense of unity among residents.
Elsas wisely capitalized on these advantages when establishing the mill town. Shortly
after the opening of Fulton Cotton Spinning Company, management built the first company
houses: Factory Lot. Between 1889 and 1892, with his business rapidly expanding, Elsas
attempted to keep pace by constructing more mill housing, which included a mill-workers
hotel called the Textile Hotel (no longer extant). Company houses had vernacular
architectural styles intended to provide affordable shelter: two-story, duplex dwellings and
shotgun houses. The streets and grid plan were “characterized by their almost European-like
narrowness… [t]he housing situated on very small, narrow lots (the average is about 40x130
feet).”22 The main dirt road to the cotton mill also had a “mix of commercial-residential,
primarily in the European variation of commercial on the ground floor and residential
above.”23

22
23

National Park Service, “National Register of Historic Places – Nomination Form,” n.p., PDF.
National Park Service, “National Register of Historic Places – Nomination Form,” n.p., PDF.
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Elsas had learned from other Atlanta-based industrialists’ past mistakes the
importance of maintaining a loyal workforce (e.g.: the aforementioned Kimball made a
fateful decision not to construct company houses for his mill, the Atlanta Cotton Factory,
which resulted in a constant turnover of mill workers). Elsas hoped to imbue a sense of
community among employees by designing the company housing close together and with
front porches facing the streets. In addition, to inspire worker fealty, he created a companyrun welfare system. Factory Lot was maintained entirely by The Mill, which deducted
minimum rent from the employees’ pay and, in return, provided various community
services, including lawn care, minor house repairs (such as painting the inside and outside of
residences), and garbage collection. Elsas also provided his employees and the mill village
with security forces, a cafeteria, childcare, a library, and health benefits – opening the very
first podiatry clinic in the country.24 There was even a baseball team appropriately named
FB&CM.
Despite The Mill’s amenities, labor unrest repeatedly materialized. Many workers did
not enjoy living in company homes, including the Textile Hotel (which eventually failed), out
of concern that mill management would be privy to their personal lives. The sense that mill
management intended to control them pervaded the workers’ ranks, creating deeply rooted
distrust. In addition, Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills enforced draconian measures in the worker’s
contract, which included severe fines when rules were broken. This penal system
“discouraged the most capable and stable workers from seeking employment at Fulton
Bag.”25 Furthermore, low wages and long work hours added to the volatile environment.
Increasingly, workers sought to voice their disapproval and began relying on strikes
to air their grievances. One of The Mill’s first strikes occurred in 1885 when weavers

Bamby Ray and Lyn Speno, “National Register of Historic Places – Nomination Form Additional
Documentation,” Atlanta, Georgia: National Park Service, April 3, 2006, 12, https://thepatchworks.org/wpcontent/uploads/2021/03/Application-to-Place-Cabbagetown-on-the-National-Register-1975.pdf.
25 Fink, The Fulton Bag and Cotton Mills Strike of 1914–1915: Espionage, Labor Conflict, and New South
Industrial Relations, 40.
24
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protested low wages. The strike lasted only two days and is remembered chiefly as the
occasion when strikers damaged machinery, “one of the rare instances in southern labor
history when that ever occurred.”26 In 1897, however, another strike occurred… one that is
far more infamous. The 1897 strike captured national attention, due not only to the
questionable rationale behind the strike, but also the magnitude: compared to the 1885
strike’s relatively small scale, this strike found factory-wide solidarity among almost all
workers.

Labor Relations: Strike of 1897

By 1897, Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills’ operations had greatly expanded, and not just in
Atlanta. The company flourished, even acquiring mills in other parts of the United States,
such as the Delta Bag Company of New Orleans. In fact, by 1896, the Atlanta mill employed
almost 700 workers, “making it the city’s foremost industrial employer.”27 Unfortunately, as
business boomed, labor shortages simultaneously became problematic, especially in Atlanta,
where positions in the bag mill remained chronically unfilled.
By and large, each workstation around the complex was staffed by a singular
demographic (i.e.: men, women, boys, girls), and the bag mill was predominantly female. To
staff vacancies in the bag mill, Elsas turned to another demographic: African-American
women. Most of the first mill workers at Fulton Cotton Spinning Company arrived from
Appalachia, and during mill expansion, the workforce continued to consist, in large part, of
migrants from rural southern areas. Although Elsas had already been employing African
Americans as menial laborers, until the late 19th century, mill positions were filled

26
27

Kuhn, Contesting the New South Order: The 1914–1915 Strike at Atlanta's Fulton Mills, 20.
Kuhn, Contesting the New South Order: The 1914–1915 Strike at Atlanta's Fulton Mills, 21.
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exclusively by white workers.28 Elsas’ involvement with Mose White, who continued to work
with him for over 50 years, evidently helped shape his belief that race was not an issue when
it came to employing workers. Therefore, Elsas decided to hire African-American women to
work overnight in the bag mill.
Although the new hires would neither replace nor work in the same area as white
workers, the folding department’s white women refused to enter The Mill. After five days of
demands, Jacob capitulated and fired the African-American workers but not without making
a few demands. He allowed the white workers to return to their jobs but would not pay
overtime wages. In the workers' minds, this was considered a substantial victory (although
short-lived: by 1912, African-American workers made up 20% of employees at Fulton Bag &
Cotton Mills).29 Subsequently, “strike leaders, rather than dissolving their organization,
continued organizing.”30 By the late fall of 1897, emboldened union leaders called for
another strike. On December 7, “nearly 1,000 of the mills’ 1,200 workers struck.”31 Elsas
broke the strike by temporarily closing The Mill, then reopening and hiring a mix of “the
original non-strikers, strikebreakers from surrounding towns, and a growing contingent of
discouraged strikers.”32

Labor Relations: Strike of 1914-1915

In 1914, Jacob Elsas stepped down as President of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills, and his
son Oscar took over the family business. Although The Mill had become very successful in its

Tiffany Harte, “A Tale of 3 Strikes,” May 2, 2022, Atlanta History Center Digital Content,
https://www.atlantahistorycenter.com/blog/a-tale-of-3-strikes/.
29 National Park Service, “National Register of Historic Places – Nomination Form Additional Documentation,”
13, PDF.
30 Fink, The Fulton Bag and Cotton Mills Strike of 1914–1915: Espionage, Labor Conflict, and New South
Industrial Relations, 40.
31 Fink, The Fulton Bag and Cotton Mills Strike of 1914–1915: Espionage, Labor Conflict, and New South
Industrial Relations, 41.
32 Fink, The Fulton Bag and Cotton Mills Strike of 1914–1915: Espionage, Labor Conflict, and New South
Industrial Relations, 41.
28
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feed sack production – rivaling St. Louis’ Bemis Bro. Bag Company, Cleveland’s ClevelandAkron Bag Company, and H&L Chase Bag Co. of St. Louis – low worker morale inside The
Mill belied the company’s achievements. Fulton workers frequently clashed with mill
management, particularly Oscar Elsas, who boasted proudly of his scientific management
practices and theories. Workers often questioned, criticized, and challenged management’s
authority on the shop floor. The Mill’s General Manager, Gordon Johnson, implemented
rules and regulations that seemed, for some people, too rigorous and humiliating. According
to Johnson, “the rules that are strict are good rules and make for better discipline, make for
better employees.”33 In addition, management was acutely aware of their employees joining
or wanting to join the United Textile Workers of America trade union.
On May 20th, 1914, nearly 500 mill workers walked off the job, initiating a strike that
demanded reduced hours, fairer wages, the banishment of child labor, renegotiation of
contractual policies, and better working conditions. In response, Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills
evicted strikers and their families from company-owned houses, which resulted in the
creation of a worker’s “tent city” inside the mill village. The strike caught the attention of the
United Textile Workers, the American Federation of Labor, and the United States
Commission on Industrial Relations.
There was more to this strike, however, than the friction caused by a company’s labor
practices. Just before the strike Oscar Elsas had sought assistance from the city of Atlanta to
clean the growing mill village: the increase in community life also meant an increase in trash
and unsanitary conditions. The mill village’s squalid state became conflated with the
upheaval of the striking mill workers. Furthermore, antisemitism, which was not uncommon
in the South during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, also played a significant role. Some
observers asserted that Oscar felt isolated from other mill owners and social circles because

33

Kuhn, Contesting the New South Order: The 1914–1915 Strike at Atlanta's Fulton Mills, 87.

8

of his Jewish background, leading him to become even more uncooperative towards worker
demands.
One of the Fulton workers expelled from his company-owned home during the 1914
strike was Fiddlin’ John Carson: a Georgia-born and beloved hillbilly musician. He was also
an outspoken anti-Semite. One of Carson’s most-famous songs was “The Ballad of Mary
Phagan,” which he wrote during the strike. In his song, Carson unequivocally accuses Leo
Frank – a Jewish superintendent at Atlanta’s National Pencil Company – of murdering Mary
Phagan, a young Christian girl who had been found strangled in the Pencil Factory. Carson
regularly played this murder ballad throughout the streets of the mill village, inflaming
Oscar’s fears of antisemitism amongst mill employees.34
In such an environment, both sides (management and workers) had to compete for
public support. The strikers enlisted the help of the Men and Religion Forward Movement,
while Oscar solicited help from the National Association of Manufacturers. Both parties tried
to undermine each other publicly. The strikers hired camera crews and printed postcards
depicting child labor abuses and other images helpful to their argument; Oscar implemented
a dictograph surveillance machine, engaged labor spy Raymond W. Oglesby, and prevented
the passage of stricter labor laws.
Miserable working conditions, child labor, an anti-union environment, and evictions
of strikers from company housing were commonplace in textile mill labor disputes
(incidentally, it wasn’t until 1938 and the passage of the Fair Labor Standards Act that child
labor was banned on a national level). Despite the hardships at Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills,
working there nonetheless provided a regular paycheck, and for many people, it was the only
employment they had ever known. In addition to the job, the company furnished affordable
housing, healthcare, and other (social) activities. Moreover, many workers and families had
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developed close, personal friendships, as well as loyalty to the company. Ultimately, the
United States Commission could not condemn Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills for wrongdoing,
and in May of 1915, the strike fell apart.

The Closing of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills

As the company managers, the Elsases may have fomented mill-worker grievances,
but they also had a philanthropic side that contributed significantly to the further
development of Atlanta. Among other things, Jacob Elsas participated in the founding of the
Hebrew Benevolent Congregation in 1867 (now known as The Temple Atlanta), the DeGive’s
Grand Opera House in 1893 (no longer extant), the Grand Opera House in Macon in 1884,
the Georgia Institute of Technology in 1885 (Oscar was in its first graduating class), the
Hebrew Orphan’s Home in 1876 (the former foster home is now the Jewish Educational
Loan Fund), and Grady Memorial Hospital in 1890.35
The Elsases were also very adept at doing business. During the Great Depression,
Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills implemented cutting-edge, developmental ideas: the company
fabricated a prettier and higher-quality cotton fabric for feed sacks, targeting consumers in
rural America. By the late 1920s, the humble feed sack went from a plain or trademarked
burlap or cotton sack to an exuberantly patterned and colorful bag, creating a trend that
remained popular well into the 1930s and 40s. Once the feed sack was empty, it could be
used for other purposes. Customers could repurpose the bag for themselves or return it to
Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills if the bag were no longer desired; The Mill would refurbish it or
give cloth remnants to the women working there. Families, especially those who could not

“Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills Timeline,” The Patch Works Art & History Center,
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afford household items, would use the feed-sack cloth to sew pillowcases, rough towels,
dolls, diapers, and everyday clothes.
In 1932, Jacob Elsas died at the age of 89, but the company continued to grow and
prosper. At its peak, Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills had over 90,000 spindles, a modern
finishing and textile operation, and the capacity to produce over 125,000,000 yards of
finished goods per year.36 After the war in the early 1950s, however, there was a domestic
shift as the interest in repurposing used feed sacks began to fade. The cotton bag, which was
massively important in the late 1880s to protect and ship goods, was starting to disappear.
Across the nation, the cotton textile industry was being threatened by the increased usage of
multi-walled paper bags.
In 1956, notwithstanding postwar-era changes in the shipment of bulk goods, outside
investors bought a controlling interest in Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills. They sold off its nine
bag-manufacturing companies, as well as all company housing. According to the 1975
Nomination Application for the National Register of Historic Places, “At the time the mill
was sold, the residences were offered to their respective tenants, some of whom purchased
the houses they had lived in for years; those structures not bought were sold in groups to
non-residents.”37
The Atlanta-based company began operating under the auspices of Fulton Industries,
Inc., doing business as Fulton Cotton Mills. In 1958, Fulton Cotton Mills produced its last
cotton bag. Nonetheless, the Elsas family continued to manage The Mill until 1968, when
Allied Products Corporation bought Fulton Industries. After 100 years, the Elsases stepped
away entirely from the company. In 1972, after a company merger with Geneva Mills, Fulton
Cotton Mills had one last name change: to FabricsAmerica, Inc.

Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills (MS004, Series 4), 1933, Archives, Library and Information Center, Georgia
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The year 1974 proved to be critical for the textile industry, with a global recession
that crippled many companies. FabricsAmerica was no exception. The factory suffered a
slow demise throughout the 1970s: its cotton mill operations ceased in 1974, and all
finishing operations stopped by 1978. Only a small sewing operation remained, with just 100
employees making industrial and terrycloth towels. In July 1981, for the first time since
1881, The Mill finally closed its doors.38

The Cabbagetown Community

The nomenclature “Cabbagetown” did not gain popularity until the 1940s. The exact
date when Fulton Mill Village first became identified by this nickname is hard to pinpoint.
Still, it became the neighborhood’s official name in the 1970s due to then-Mayor Maynard
Jackson’s creation of Atlanta’s Neighborhood Planning Units (NPU) system. Nonetheless,
during the early-to-mid 1900s, outsiders increasingly began to refer to the mill community
as a “Cabbage Town,” a pejorative term deriding the poor, Scotch-Irish residents.39
The mill village was a close-knit, working-class community rooted in family
traditions. Although Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills was just minutes from downtown Atlanta, it
and its mill village remained inside an industrial bubble even after the factory’s demise. The
city grew around the factory, which – even after operations ceased – remained a steadfast
and identifiable fixture in the neighborhood. The people who had moved into the mill village
brought skills that would get passed down for generations: farming and gardening – many
residents grew vegetables and raised chickens or even livestock; and music – old-timey
music and singing were a large part of local culture.

“Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills Timeline.”
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Mill families lived together or close to one another. Alleyways traversed the
neighborhood, connecting the streets to the houses and the factory. Until the 1940s, homes
had no indoor plumbing, and families relied on wells for water – households had outhouses;
clothing was washed in tubs or large pots. People sat on their porches, went to church, or
gossiped (“grapevined”) with their neighbors in their yards. Cabbagetown folk held on to
both the hardships and habits that were first introduced when Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills
created Factory Lot. This lifestyle promoted strong bonds that seemed almost familial, where
residents looked out for one another, taking care of each other, and ensuring that no one
went hungry. The door was always open to a neighbor.
Today’s Cabbagetown community is rich in cultural heritage. The mill village homes,
the renovated mill buildings, the machines and monuments from The Mill, and other various
artifacts encompass the tangible industrial culture. The folklore and oral history, traditions,
distinct Appalachian accent (with mill-era residents), social customs, music, and art
encompass the intangible culture.
There is also a natural heritage that includes various fruit trees (mulberry, cherry,
blackberry) and edible herbs planted years ago by mill workers or by the earlier settlers, who
lived near the site before The Mill was built. As a whole, the neighborhood serves as a
resource and a representation of a lifestyle. The local pride and emotions are tied to location
and quality of place, which is “the physical characteristics of a community – the way it is
planned, designed, developed and maintained – that affect the quality of life of people living
and working in it, and those visiting it, both now and into the future.”40 This sense of
community connects the human aspects and social interactions that were and still are
essential for the sustainability of this urban environment.
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Gentrification in the Mill Village

In the early 1980s, Cabbagetown became the focus of a city-wide effort to gentrify
disadvantaged neighborhoods. In 1984, Priscilla House, a real-estate developer and member
of the Cabbagetown Restoration Society, wanted to recreate the area with fashionably
renovated houses, turning it into “a little gingerbread village.”41 She first praised the quaint
community and then hoped to bury it under a foundation of new homes, which would have
been unaffordable to the mill-era residents.
Simultaneously, another organization emerged: Fulton Cooperative Village, which
intended to make homeownership more accessible to low-income residents. With a
$400,000 interest-free loan from the City of Atlanta, the organization bought 50 homes
from Cabbagetown’s most prominent landowner. Due to delayed loans and the hostility of
competitive developers, their affordability efforts ultimately failed, with only a small number
of the houses getting renovated.42
Aggressive developers believed gentrification was the only path to economic stability
in Cabbagetown. They targeted elderly residents, trying to buy out original mill-village
families from their homes at the lowest price. In response, the people of Cabbagetown,
which included long-time residents such as Effie Dodd Gray, united and attempted to
preserve the history and heritage of the mill town. Most importantly, residents intended to
remain in their homes, posting signs that read “We Shall Not be Moved.”
Thus, the old Cabbagetown neighborhood stood its ground. By the mid-1980s,
however, “outsiders” did start to move into the area. Musicians were the first to find their
way into the community. Rent was cheap, the neighborhood was gritty, and the abandoned
factory, nearly in ruins, loomed in the background – it was the perfect backdrop for creative
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collaborations. Many young people, mainly artists, moved into the neighborhood, occupying
the houses where mill workers once lived. Cabbagetown became an eclectic mishmash of
mill-era residents and artists.
In the early 1990s, while artists made their way into Cabbagetown, and developers
and residents continued to battle over the fate of the mill village, little attention was being
paid to the old cotton mill, which lay vacant and unattended. The Mill’s owner, Seaboard
Systems Railroad, opted to leave it alone, ostensibly believing that demolition of the
dilapidated structures would be acceptable for the future of their freight yard. Cabbagetown
residents did not accept this callous attitude.
In 1994, the “Save the Mill” campaign arose, one of the earliest collaborations
between mill-era residents and “outsiders.” Led by newcomer Daniel Bogdan, the
neighborhood fought hard to successfully petition the City of Atlanta. Petitioners demanded
that Seaboard Systems Railroad either rehabilitate or sell the mill property, and the City
ultimately agreed. In all likelihood, had this movement not taken place, the City would have
turned a blind eye to the fate of The Mill, which undoubtedly would have been demolished.
Instead, the “Save the Mill” campaign persevered, saving a fundamental piece of the
neighborhood, whose future as a unique example of an intact 19th-century industrial mill
town depended utterly, of course, on The Mill’s existence.43 It was a pivotal moment in
preserving Cabbagetown’s history. The letters and meetings with the City allowed Bogdan to
remind those involved that this was where history happened and hundreds of thousands of
lives were changed.
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The Rehabilitation of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills

The 1970s and the Beginning of Atlanta’s Preservation Efforts

In general, heritage conservation (in the context of sustainable development) seeks to
protect structures and restore their vitality and viability. For over a hundred years – after the
Civil War and General Sherman’s burning of the city – Atlanta had been erroneously
characterized as a city without historic architecture; the idea of adaptive reuse and
rehabilitation of the city’s historic landmarks was an afterthought. There is no doubt that
Atlanta contained many historic buildings that should have been preserved but were
destroyed due to a lack of understanding of preservation. Many structures, especially the
post-industrial factory buildings, had outlived the functions for which they were initially
constructed, and the City’s leadership had neither the foresight nor the interest in preserving
them.
Undeniably, there is a creative challenge in finding appropriate ways to satisfy the
requirements of an aging structure, ensuring its safety and durability while retaining its
character and maintaining its history. In his Master’s Thesis, Sugden references Conejos et
al.’s criteria for a successful adaptive reuse project:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

makes a positive aesthetic contribution to the streetscape;
maintains the appearance and feel of the old building;
preserves the structural clarity of the old building and space;
conserves and incorporates several significant artefacts;
provides a rewarding and unique environment;
creates and/or provides a unique visitor experience;
designed using carefully modulated scale and proportion, juxtapositions of
materials, light and shade and old and new elements – inside and out;
resides in an ideal location; and,
contributes to a sustainable future44

Sheila Conejos, Craig Langston, and Jim Smith, “AdaptSTAR model: A climate-friendly strategy to promote
built environment sustainability,” Habitat International 37 (2013): 95-103 quoted in Evan Sugden, “The
44

16

The 1997 adaptive reuse of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills stands as an exemplary model
for these criteria, turning seemingly unusable, deindustrialized spaces into a residential
community, giving new life to this neglected mill. This success story, however, would never
have occurred had it not been for the emergence – in the mid-1970s – of the public’s
increased desire to preserve Atlanta’s history.
Grassroots efforts saved unique properties such as The Fox Theatre (built in 1928
originally as a Shriner’s headquarters with Moorish and Egyptian architectural elements; it
was saved from demolition in 1975)45 and Historic Oakland Cemetery (founded in 1850, the
48-acre Victorian cemetery went through significant decline but is today one of the City of
Atlanta’s grandest parks and home to many famous Atlantans). This decade’s grassroots
victories culminated in the creation of the Atlanta Preservation Center (APC) in 1979; the
APC continues to act as a watchdog, advocating for the preservation and reuse of historic
structures in danger of being demolished. Like The Fox Theatre and Historic Oakland
Cemetery, the desire to preserve Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills did not originate with any
governmental entity, but came from local scholars, preservationists, and residents.

1975 and The National Register of Historic Places

With the passage of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 and the
subsequent creation of the National Register of Historic Places and National Historic
Landmarks Programs, preservationists across the country began submitting nominations for
historic sites, hoping that inclusion would ensure protections from rampant development
and modernization. On June 18th, 1975, a small team of Atlanta-based preservationists –
Julia Brook (Historical Researcher), Elizabeth Z. Macgregor (Consulting Architectural

Adaptive Reuse of Industrial Heritage Buildings: A Multiple-Case Studies Approach,” (Master’s Thesis,
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Historian), and Lee Dunagan (Intern) – submitted a Nomination Form to the National Park
Service (NPS), proposing that the “Cabbagetown District” be identified and added to the
National Register of Historic Places.46
Georgia’s State Historic Preservation Officer, Jackson O’Neal Lamb, certified that the
form’s research was valid (with one exception: the boundaries, which Macgregor modified in
an amendment later that same year). In large part, Lamb believed the researchers had
provided a satisfactory explanation for the neighborhood’s areas of significance (i.e.:
categorization of the district’s historical relevance) and its years of significance (18811925).47 On January 1st, 1976, the Federal Government officially recognized the Fulton Bag &
Cotton Mills and the mill village as the Cabbagetown District.48
As meaningful as inclusion into the National Register may have been, it provided the
historic community with limited safeguards; local designation would be required for truly
comprehensive protections. Thus, in 1979, the City of Atlanta formally designated
Cabbagetown a Landmark District, the first of its kind in the city.49 Soon after, the newly
created Atlanta Urban Design Commission (AUDC) drew up regulations for overseeing
future development in the neighborhood.
Cabbagetown was divided into five “Subareas,” which indicated the historical use of
buildings within those areas: The Mill, Mill Housing, Shotgun and Cottage Housing,
Neighborhood Commercial/Services, and Transitional Commercial/Industrial. Every
Cabbagetown home’s architectural style was identified and recorded: Mill Housing, Shotgun,
Bungalow, Central Aisle House, L-Plan Cottage, Paired Shotgun, One-and-a-Half Story
Duplex, Victorian Cottage, or Worker’s Cottage.50
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The AUDC created a booklet – which was provided to all residents – that discussed in
detail each home’s history and construction methodology (e.g.: height, materials, façades,
fences, roofs, dormers, etc.), guiding the rehabilitation and maintenance of these historic
houses. In general, the guidelines mandated that homeowners make every effort to replace
materials with like materials when updating or restoring a home.
The City of Atlanta crafted the Chapter 20A District Regulations, which further
specify the Cabbagetown Landmark District rules. These regulations have six sections:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Sec. 16-20A.001. Statement of intent
Sec. 16-20A.002. Scope of regulations
Sec. 16-20A.003. Boundaries (Cabbagetown Zoning)
Sec. 16-20A.004. Organization (Cabbagetown five Subareas)
Sec. 16-20A.005. Certificates of appropriateness
Sec. 16-20A.006. General regulations51

Yet from the onset, not every resident has followed these guidelines, feeling that the
rules are overly restrictive. Some continue to turn a blind eye to the historical requirements
and have added sliding doors, removed chimneys, hung shutters, closed in a porch, or
installed large windows, whereas others have kept very close to the original features of
their home. Some feel that only the front and sides of the houses should remain historic in
character while the back of the house should be more reflective of that owner’s tastes and
preferences. The guidelines for Cabbagetown, however, indicate that all four sides of a
home should be treated as historic, and thus any modification needs to reflect that home’s
inherent architectural style (something that is unique to Cabbagetown, even when
compared to the guidelines for Atlanta’s other historic neighborhoods).
Although hotly debated, this four-sided policy helps prevent the deterioration of the
historic community and keeps the distinct quality of the neighborhood intact, staving off any
unfavorable alterations. Continuous modifications, no matter how seemingly insignificant,
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can, over time, lead to an erosion of the guideline’s tenets and would eventually render them
ineffective.
Another point of contention between neighbors is when to allow for modern
amenities, especially items that are considered “accessories.” The addition of individual
private pools is one such accessory that has been allowed into the guidelines, despite their
historic irrelevance and anti-utilitarian nature. The neighbors often question when historic
preservation becomes too much in modern society, although most residents make a
distinction between an addition being socially progressive or a personal luxury that benefits
only one homeowner. Solar panels, which offer wide-ranging environmental and economic
benefits, have been approved, but, even then, only if the solar panels are not in plain view
from the street.
According to M. Jesse Carlson at the Georgetown University Law Center:
With respect to historic districts, the purposes of the Historic Preservation Act
include: 1) retaining and enhancing contributing buildings within the historic district
and to “encourage their adaptation for current use;” and 2) assuring “that alterations
of existing structures are compatible with the character of the historic district. New
construction is governed by an entirely different statutory scheme. While the
purposes of the Historic Preservation Act include “assur[ing] that new construction
and subdivision of lots in an historic district are compatible with the character of the
historic district”… overall the statutory issues in the permitting process for new
construction are more straightforward those [sic] for alteration or demolition of
historic structures.52
Every historic neighborhood wrestles with preservation and growth. How can
neighborhoods remain flexible between old and new? Is it possible for historic
neighborhoods like Cabbagetown to compromise with the evolving times? An example of an
historic neighborhood unable to develop into a modern society is the city of Djenne, Mali. A
resident in Djenne, Abba Maiga, simply stated that “when a town is put on the heritage list,
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it means nothing should change.”53 Mr. Maiga’s 150-year-old mud brick house does not have
any modern amenities such as indoor plumbing, tile floors, or screen doors. He is not
allowed to update his home for contemporary appliances and furnishings.
Like some other African cities, tourism plays a huge role in Djenne’s restrictive
policies, since it is a World Heritage site. The people who live there, however, are desperately
trying to find a way to compromise. The materials used to maintain these mud-brick homes
are expensive. In addition, other urban problems have caused trash to be meshed within the
bricks, making some of these historic dwellings unsightly and hazardous, thus tourists began
complaining. Samuel Sidibe, the director of Mali’s National Museum in Bamako states:
We have to find a way to evolve this architecture, to provide the basic necessities the
community needs to live, and to do it in such a way that doesn’t compromise the
quality of the mud-brick architecture, the characteristic at the heart of the city’s
identity.54
Although Cabbagetown and Djenne are quite different, both towns take great pride
in their respective history and understand that it’s the story that’s important. Sometimes
collaboration and compromise are needed to redefine the meaning of preservation in
pursuit of modernity.

1980 and The Patch, Inc.: The First Efforts of Adaptive Reuse

As Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills was dying its slow death in the 1970s, the Cabbagetown
community fell into economic despair. For generations, the factory had been the bread and
butter of many residents and dominated the neighborhood, physically and metaphorically.
In 1972, in an effort to maintain the mill village, Esther Peachey Lefever founded The Patch,
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Inc., a non-profit organization that provided education, socioeconomic support, and creative
outlets to the Cabbagetown residents.
Lefever, a Mennonite raised in the Alleghany Mountains of Pennsylvania, was an artist
(working in clay) and musician (a harpsichord player and a folk singer). She moved to
Atlanta in the late 1960s, settling with her family in Candler Park, a neighborhood close to
Cabbagetown. As someone with an extensive volunteer background, Esther saw a need to
help this desperate neighborhood. She thus opened her community-based organization,
eventually operating an arts and crafts center, Cabbagetown Pottery, out of 242 Boulevard
SE, which Agave Restaurant now occupies. For nearly 20 years, The Patch offered an
afterschool center for kids and a place for people to learn new job skills.55
In 1980, Esther and The Patch staff members crafted a proposal that would become
the first rehabilitation effort for the defunct factory: the “Ole Cotton Mill Project.”56 With
support from then-Mayor Maynard Jackson’s administration, The Patch spearheaded
redevelopment plans that would have adapted The Mill into a hub of arts, history, and
culture. The Mill would have housed a flea market, senior housing, the Mule Bar (which
would have been the world’s longest bar), and a country store. The project’s 762,000 squarefoot compound would have offered a “Museum of the South,” hotel rooms, artist studios, and
performance venues.57
Major supporters and contributors to the rehabilitation of The Mill and mill
community came from both the private and public sectors. These included, but were not
limited to: Coca-Cola Company, Delta Airlines, Lubo Fund, Rich’s Foundation, Foxfire Fund,
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and the Woodruff Foundation. Yet as advanced and well-thought-out as the “Ole Cotton Mill
Project” may have been, it was having trouble becoming a reality.
In 1981, with the “Ole Cotton Mill Project” languishing, Esther recognized another
opportunity for revitalizing The Mill. She wrote a letter to President Jimmy Carter, who was
now out of office and looking for a space to house the Carter Library. In her letter, Esther
suggested using the abandoned mill for his presidential library.58
In the end, neither of Esther’s attempts at rehabilitation came to fruition. By the
1990s, The Patch’s endeavor to transform The Mill had become a distant memory. Esther
was fighting cancer, and in 1991, she passed away. With her death, The Patch closed its
doors, and Cabbagetown fell further into destitution. The outlook was increasingly bleak for
those who attempted to stay and live in the mill town. Many residents had no choice but to
desert their impoverished village. Abandoned homes were falling into ruin; Cabbagetown
became one of Atlanta’s most-depressed neighborhoods.
Nonetheless, those who remained found refuge in their Appalachian traditions –
especially in music – and created a world of pride and dignity within their Cabbagetown
settlement. Joyce Brookshire, a folk singer and long-time resident, resolutely stayed in the
neighborhood (her mother, Lila Mae, worked in The Mill and died of Byssinosis or “Brown
Lung” disease). Brookshire had worked alongside Esther Peachey Lefever and relied heavily
on her original music, which was often filled with messages on social injustice, to get her
beloved neighborhood through tough times, even while other parts of Atlanta flourished
throughout the 1980s.59
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The 1990s and Aderhold Properties, Inc.: The Road to Rehabilitation

To make the rehabilitation of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills possible, Aderhold
Properties, Inc. and their team had to rely on the historic guidelines developed by the NPS
and the City of Atlanta, Federal and State tax incentives, Easements Atlanta, and other
economic and developmental resources. According to the NPS, there are four standards for
the treatment of historic properties:
•

•

•

•

Preservation is defined as the act or process of applying measures necessary
to sustain the existing form, integrity, and materials of an historic property.
Work, including preliminary measures to protect and stabilize the property,
generally focuses upon the ongoing maintenance and repair of historic
materials and features rather than extensive replacement and new
construction… The Standards for Preservation require retention of the greatest
amount of historic fabric along with the building’s historic form.
Rehabilitation is defined as the act or process of making possible a compatible
use for a property through repair, alterations, and additions while preserving
those portions or features which convey its historical, cultural, or architectural
values. The Rehabilitation Standards acknowledge the need to alter or add to a
historic building to meet continuing or new uses while retaining the building’s
historic character.
Restoration is defined as the act or process of accurately depicting the form,
features, and character of a property as it appeared at a particular period of
time by means of the removal of features from other periods in its history and
reconstruction of missing features from the restoration period… The Restoration
Standards allow for the depiction of a building at a particular time in its history
by preserving materials, features, finishes, and spaces from its period of
significance and removing those from other periods.
Reconstruction is defined as the act or process of depicting, by means of new
construction, the form, features, and detailing of a non-surviving site,
landscape, building, structure, or object for the purpose of replicating its
appearance at a specific period of time and in its historic location. The
Reconstruction Standards establish a limited framework for recreating a
vanished or non-surviving building with new materials, primarily for interpretive
purposes.60

As important as it was in setting Atlanta on a course toward better preservation
efforts, Cabbagetown’s 1975 Nomination to the National Register of Historic Places had
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flaws. Notably, Macgregor et al. had inaccurately identified 1925 as the end of the district’s
Period of Significance.
Fortunately, John Aderhold – the family patriarch overseeing Aderhold Properties,
Inc. – went to great lengths to document numerous aspects of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills’
history, not just its architectural styles, but also its human narrative. He understood that
saving this history would make his adaptive reuse project far more marketable in terms of
financial rewards and Atlanta’s preservationist efforts. In addition, at the time of its
undertaking, Aderhold’s project was considered one of the country’s most extensive loft
conversions;61 an attempt at merging business – the development of a vast residential
community – and historic preservation.
With this in mind, Aderhold immediately gathered available information from
various sources, namely: 1) the City of Atlanta’s Cabbagetown Landmark District Guidelines;
2) the 1975 Nomination for the National Register of Historic Places; and 3) the descendants
of Jacob Elsas, many of whom reside in Atlanta. Aderhold compiled extensive quantities of
documents, photographs, and artifacts concerning Elsas and his cotton-mill business. Once
Aderhold bought the property, the company secured a group of consultants and architects
for its rehabilitation and adaptive reuse.
In 1996, Aderhold turned to the historic preservation and tax-incentive consulting
firm Ray & Associates to address the 1975 Nomination’s shortcomings. The firm’s founder,
Bamby Ray, worked with Lyn Speno (National Register Specialist with the Georgia Historic
Preservation Division) to provide exceptional research that guided Aderhold throughout the
renovation process. Most importantly, Ray’s and Speno’s information extended the Period of
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Significance for the Cabbagetown Historic District, a reevaluation that included structures
built between 1926 and 1956.62
It is important to note, however, that although Ray and Speno completed their work
in 1996, the National Register was not updated until 2006, when Aderhold finally sent an
Additional Documentation Form to the NPS. The AUDC takes its cue from the National
Register, relying on its documentation when determining municipal preservation guidelines.
While the National Register in and of itself does not offer protections, Aderhold’s delay
meant that the AUDC had no referential material for updating, in turn, the city’s guidelines
to include buildings constructed after 1925. Therefore, unknowingly at the time of the
rehabilitation, the AUDC did not provide greater protection to post-1925 historic structures,
such as the Jacob Elsas Clinic (built in 1943), which was demolished and replaced with a
parking area.
In addition, the original 1975 Nomination Form claimed that “the mill proper is a
complex of buildings primarily erected between the years 1895 and 1922.”63 This assessment
did not consider the historical significance of two structures that preceded 1895: The
Original Mill (which was built in 1881 and later repurposed as the Old Bleachery), and the
first Bag Factory64 (which was built in 1883 and later repurposed as Warehouse #4). Both of
these structures were noteworthy: The Original Mill was just the second cotton mill in
Atlanta (after Kimball’s Atlanta Cotton Factory) and was the catalyst for creating one of the
most successful textile enterprises in the United States; the 1883 Bag Factory symbolized
Jacob Elsas’ commitment to – and the realization of – the mass-production of cotton bags in
the South. Neither of these structures survived the rehabilitation.
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Nonetheless, throughout 1996, Ray and Speno painstakingly documented all of the
mill compound’s structures inside and out, creating a system that referenced and crosschecked photos to corresponding areas throughout the factory. This included the various
catwalks, water towers, and staircases (figs. 3-6). The Mill’s inherent architectural styles
did offer certain benefits: large floor plans, high ceilings, structural capacity in most of its
rooms, and day lighting. Aderhold and his construction crew also had to take into account
adding modern-day conveniences to the antique buildings (such as elevators and air
conditioning) and making decisions to keep original columns throughout the halls and loft
spaces that would not only add visual interest, but the ability to bear heavy loads, drawing
on its existing purpose.
The rehabilitation was a complicated and arduous process. The conversion required
Aderhold to meet Federal, State, and local environmental and historic standards. It also
demanded that numerous participants collaborate from project conception – through the
design phase, construction, and completion – and eventually to its use. In addition, for over
a decade, the previous owner, Seaboard Systems Railroad (now CSX), had let the factory’s
structures sit unattended, exposed to the elements, allowing them to fall into severe
disrepair, especially the buildings’ interiors. The buildings’ exteriors, however, remained by
and large quite solid, with only a few of the structures beyond hope of restoration.
Fortunately for historians, when the factory ceased its operations, the mill management had
left behind desks, elaborate wallpaper and tile, sewing machines, filing cabinets, heavy
machinery, scrapbooks, feed sacks, sensitive documents, and more, all of which waited to be
discovered by such entities as Georgia Institute of Technology (which acquired a significant
number of papers and artifacts in 1985) and Aderhold Properties, Inc.
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Aderhold first focused on stabilizing the deteriorated buildings, after which the
developer approached the conversion in three phases.65 In 1997, during Phase 1, Aderhold
hired the architectural firm Jova/Daniels/Busby to convert three buildings into more than
200 loft apartments, 84 of which were low-income rentals.66 By 2000, approximately 70% of
The Mill’s structures had been rehabilitated.67 In 2001, during Phase 3, Smith Dalia
Architects took over the design and construction of The Mill’s loft-style condominiums,
which concluded in 2008.
Converting the old structures into apartments was not without some serious issues.
First, some of the buildings suffered from severe water and mold damage, especially to
timber framing and floors. Second, it was heavily vandalized, which – combined with the
water damage and holes left un-patched – made replacing sections difficult. While The Mill’s
listing on the National Register allowed Aderhold to seek financial assistance in the way of
grants and tax credits (such as the Historic Tax Credit Program), he needed to follow the
Secretary of Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, which mandated:
1. A property shall be used for its historic purpose or be placed in a new use that
requires minimal change to the defining characteristics of the building and its site
and environment.
2. The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved. The removal
of historic materials or alteration of features and spaces that characterize a
property shall be avoided.
3. Each property shall be recognized as a physical record of its time, place, and use.
Changes that create a false sense of historical development, such as adding
conjectural features or architectural elements from other buildings, shall not be
undertaken.
4. Most properties change over time; those changes that have acquired historic
significance in their own right shall be retained and preserved.
5. Distinctive features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of
craftsmanship that characterize a historic property shall be preserved.
6. Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than replaced. Where the
severity of deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new
feature shall match the old in design, color, texture, and other visual qualities
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7.
8.
9.

10.

and, where possible, materials. Replacement of missing features shall be
substantiated by documentary, physical, or pictorial evidence.
Chemical or physical treatments, such as sandblasting, that cause damage to
historic materials shall not be used. The surface cleaning of structures, if
appropriate, shall be undertaken using the gentlest means possible.
Significant archeological resources affected by a project shall be protected and
preserved. If such resources must be disturbed, mitigation measures shall be
undertaken.
New additions, exterior alterations, or related new construction shall not destroy
historic materials that characterize the property. The new work shall be
differentiated from the old and shall be compatible with the massing, size, scale,
and architectural features to protect the historic integrity of the property and its
environment.
New additions and adjacent or related new construction shall be undertaken in
such a manner that if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of
the historic property and its environment would be unimpaired.68

In effect, Aderhold was obligated to replace original materials with similar items.
This required extra effort to find or repair windows, bricks, skylights, and columns in the
same likeness. There was also a safety concern that replacing beams and other elements
could collapse the buildings, seriously harming workers. Great care in securing the
structures, section by section, had to be implemented.
Third, in 1999, during the conversion of Mill #1 (now H Building), the structure
caught on fire, fueled by high winds and dry conditions. The fire quickly raged out of control,
engulfing the five-story building. The fire spread across the street, burning down original
mill homes. This massive fire was especially memorable due to the heroic and daring rescue
of a construction worker trapped 225 feet in the air atop a construction crane by an Atlanta
firefighter dangling from a helicopter cable.69 Finally, on March 14, 2008, an EF2 tornado
stormed through Cabbagetown at 130 mph, severely damaging Mill #2 (now E Building) and
ripping the roof off residents’ lofts.70
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On a positive note, the inherently campus-like setting of the mill compound added to
the lifestyle that Aderhold sought through rehabilitation, appealing to residential-friendly
site plans. Outdoor spaces for relaxation and gatherings were well-suited for the large
complex. The demolition of The Original Mill/Old Bleachery created a space where Aderhold
added a community pool; the mill’s concrete floor was replaced with sidewalks, outdoor
seating areas, and a parking lot. Aderhold, however, did make a conscious decision to keep
the parking area unpaved, exposing the remnants of The Original Mill/Old Bleachery’s
original pillars, metal tracks, and rebar.
A 250,000-gallon reservoir located behind The Original Mill/Old Bleachery that once
supplied water to the structure was filled with bricks, soil, and shale; Aderhold planted trees
and shrubbery, creating a small park. Aderhold turned the brick towers on Mills #1 and #2
(towers initially designed as fire escapes) into large lofts, integrating historic wooden
staircases as design elements that led to nowhere.
To add an educational component during Phase I of the rehabilitation – and even
prior to completing any lofts – Aderhold immediately created a museum inside B Building
next to the Leasing Office (on today’s rental side of the property) (fig. 7). To this day, the
museum offers visitors a detailed understanding of The Mill’s history, complete with
historical photos, documents, artifacts, and didactic text. Aderhold later added smaller
exhibits in E and H Buildings (on today’s condo side) (fig. 8) that display historical
documents and artifacts, including financial books, employee manifests, antique spools of
cotton, pictures of the podiatry clinic, sample fabrics from the 1930s and 1940s, photographs
of mill workers and of The Mill itself, photographs of Jacob Elsas and other Elsas mill
owners/managers, a t-shirt from the 1980s that reads “Save the Mill,” and bobbins.
In addition, throughout each of the buildings and on nearly every floor, residents can
find original sewing machines, large scales, old hand trucks (fig. 9), scanned blueprints,
and wall plaques, onto which have been fastened original nails, gears, and cogs (fig. 10).
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This demonstrates the adaptive reuse of industrial objects as art, depicting different types of
narratives in a post-industrial facility.
The placement of these images, objects, and artifacts in the rehabilitated buildings
resulted from a diversified approach to the historical importance of The Mill, such as:
placing images, objects, and artifacts in a semi-permanent exhibition, the character of the
exhibition space, and the interior of the historic building that attempts to organize the
phenomenon of The Mill contained therein. The persons responsible for managing these
collections were the Elsas family, Donna Schumann (the property manager at that time),
Bamby Ray, and Lyn Speno (who, in addition, provided regularly scheduled guided walking
tours once the conversion was complete). None of them was a professional in the field of
museology, but all had a vested interest in caring for the historical items to the best of their
ability.
Preserving these objects and artifacts and presenting them in the common areas,
serves as a “public memory, where history, tradition, memory, and the public come together
in more or less formal and explicit ways.”71 By seeing the historic buildings, monuments, and
massive machinery as art objects, people and residents can witness the multiple stories and
perspectives that make Cabbagetown, Cabbagetown.
By 2008, eleven buildings with 505 units were completed: 206 rental units called
Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts and 299 condominiums called The Stacks. Today, the compound
has two management groups: TriBridge Residential, which oversees the rental side of the
property, and FirstService Residential, which oversees the resident-owned condominium
side. In addition, the condo side is represented by a nonprofit, all-resident volunteer board,
The Stacks Condominium Owners Association (COA). In the end, Aderhold Properties, Inc.’s
use of public history provided a path for pursuing specific community development goals.
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Financing the Rehabilitation

Aderhold’s acquisition of the cotton mill was a lengthy endeavor; his company was
turned down for a loan nearly a dozen times before securing one from SunTrust Bank.72
This was to be a one-of-a-kind rehabilitation that the city of Atlanta had never before
witnessed on such a grand scale, and financial institutions feared the risks.
In 1996, Aderhold finally secured enough capital to purchase the mill property from
then-owner Seaboard Systems Railroad. The equity provided by SunTrust Bank was
contingent on Aderhold’s commitment to pursuing tax credits for historic rehabilitation
projects such as this. Tax incentive programs – State and Federal – would offer Aderhold the
ability to optimize the extreme financial costs necessary for The Mill’s conversion. Ray &
Associates, in addition to documenting the site’s history, provided guidance in navigating
these programs. Information on obtaining tax incentives for rehabilitating historic
properties can be found at the Georgia Department of Community Affairs and as regulated
by the Georgia Department of Revenue or DOR:
State tax incentives are available for owners of a historic property who carry out a
substantial rehabilitation. The tax incentives were designed to encourage the
continued use of historic properties through rehabilitation. All properties must be
listed in, or eligible for, the National/Georgia Register of Historic Places, either
individually or as part of a National/Georgia Register Historic District. Project work
must meet the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation, as previously
discussed, and the Georgia Department of Natural Resources Standards for
Rehabilitation:
• State Preferential Property Tax Assessment for Rehabilitated Historic
Property: Freezes the county property tax assessment for more than 8 years.
Available for personal residences as well as income-producing properties. The
owner must increase the fair market value of the building by 50 – 100%,
depending on its new use.
• State Income Tax Credit for Rehabilitated Historic Property: The Georgia
State Income Tax Credit Program for Rehabilitated Historic Property allows
eligible participants to apply for a state income tax credit equaling 25 percent
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of qualifying rehabilitation expenses capped at $100,000 for a personal
residence, and $300,000, $5 million or $10 million for all other properties.73
Aderhold acquired a $1,000,000 a loan through the Atlanta Empowerment Zone
(today known as Urban Enterprise Zones), which – due to its mandate that 40% of the
rehabilitated property is maintained as low-income rental units – qualified the company for
HUD’s low-income tax credits.74 In addition, the company had to meet the requirements for
the environmental review, Section 106 of the National Preservation Act of 1966, 36 CFR Part
800.75 An environmental review is required for all Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
projects through the City of Atlanta76 and through HUD Exchange.77 According to the
Georgia Department of Community Affairs:
Section 106 requires federal agencies (and their applicants) to take into account the
effects of their undertakings on historic properties (both structural and
archaeological). The Section 106 review process must be completed prior to approval
of the expenditure of federal funds for the project, or prior to the issuance of any
federal license or permit. As part of this process, federal agencies, or their applicants,
are required to consult with the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO), which in
Georgia is the Historic Preservation Division (HPD) of the Department of Natural
Resources.78
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In her 2006 assessment, Geruso breaks down Aderhold’s “Phase 1” financing:79
Table 1
Financial Sources

Funding Amount

Public Financing
Equity from SunTrust Banks, Inc., in exchange for low-income

$4.5 million

Housing and historic tax credits
Urban Residential Finance Authority tax-exempt bonds

$9.9 million

HUD 221(d)(4)
City of Atlanta Loan

$400,000

Private Financing
Loan from Atlanta Empowerment Zone

$1 million

Developer and General Partner Equity

$3.4 million

Total Public Financing:

$14.8 million

Total Private Financing:

$4.4 million

Total

$19.2 million

Fulton Cotton Mills Lofts: Phase 1 Source of Funds. Note: Financials of Phase 2 of the development are
not included. Phase 1 of the development was so successful that Phase 2 received no trouble with
acquiring more conventional methods of funding, and as a result, the second Phase required no additional
affordable housing units.

Another strategy Aderhold Properties, Inc. used for acquiring tax credits (and
preparing for future rehabilitation needs) occurred during “Phase 2.” The company
transferred ownership of many of the structures’ façades to Easements Atlanta as a Deed of
Gift.
A historic preservation easement is a voluntary legal deed agreement, which
permanently protects a significant historic property. A property owner places specific
restrictions on the property and transfers these restrictions to a qualified
organization whose mission includes historic preservation, such as Easements
Atlanta, Inc. It allows a property owner to retain private ownership of the property
while ensuring that the historic character of the property will be preserved through a
perpetual easement. In addition, an owner who donates a historic preservation
easement may be eligible for one or more tax benefits.80
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By donating the façades, Aderhold could ensure that the structures’ historical
features would be preserved in perpetuity (regardless of future ownership of The Mill) and
benefit from immediate financial relief. As explained by The Georgia Trust for Historic
Preservation:
For federal income tax purposes, the most important benefit is that the value of the
donated easement is deductible as a charitable contribution, generally not to exceed
30 percent of the taxpayer’s adjusted gross income, thereby reducing the donor’s
taxable income; the value in excess of 30 percent may be carried over for five
succeeding tax years. In some cases the ceiling on deductibility can be increased to
50 percent of adjusted income, with a five year carry-over. For federal estate tax
purposes, the value of the estate will be reduced because of the easement’s
development limitations.81
While local historic regulations were already strong, the easement added yet another
layer of protection. Easements Atlanta would provide stringent oversight in regard to any
future rehabilitation or construction on the property. In addition, the terms of an easement
can vary, with additions that obligate the property’s owner to adhere to certain conditions,
such as allowing for public access.82 Aderhold’s easement, however, did not specifically
mandate public access. Nonetheless, what constitutes “public access” can be flexible. When
contemplating the meaning of “public access,” the NPS provides the most relevant
definition. The NPS decides an historic property’s eligibility for a Federal tax deduction on a
preservation easement by determining the site’s accessibility to the public:
In order to claim the Federal income tax deduction for a historic preservation
easement, at least some visual public access to the property must be available. The
degree of access is tailored to the historic resource under protection. For example,
the amount of access required for a sensitive archeological site individually listed in
the National Register may be as little as a few hours a year. Other means of providing
access may include ensuring visual access from a public roadway for a historic
building and grounds subject to an easement, or allowing the public to tour the inside
of a historic house on a reasonable number of days a year if the easement is imposed
on portions or all of the interior. Often the easement-holding organization can assist
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the owner in finding a balance between protecting the property and the owner’s
privacy, and providing a public benefit.83
Since Aderhold Properties, Inc. donated most of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills’ façades
to Easements Atlanta, and due to The Mill’s visual stature in the area, the NPS agreed that
Aderhold qualified to seek an income tax deduction. This eligibility could not have occurred
had the site failed to offer public access. Most importantly, the NPS believes that an historic
site is not required to allow the public onto its grounds; visibility is sufficient.

The Evolution of the Open-Air Museum

Determining whether the rehabilitated Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills constitutes an
open-air museum would require a universal definition that is applied equally to historic sites
across the world, or at the very least, across the United States. Such a singular definition
does not exist, and in fact, the very concept has been evolving for centuries, resulting in a
multitude of theories on how the history of an area should be expressed. In the absence of a
unifying definition, understanding the origins and evolution of the open-air museum
provides insight into how today’s residential mill community compares to other established
historic sites.
Open-air museums’ origins can be traced back to 1793, when Karl Viktor von
Bonstetten – a Swiss national – conceived of an exhibit that was to be shown at Fredensborg
Castle. He envisioned costumed statues that displayed Danish clothing styles and an English
park filled with structures that demonstrated architecture from rural Scandinavian regions,
such as the Danish-Norwegian Faroe Islands.84 Bonstetten’s intentions, however, had less to
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do with establishing a new museum philosophy and more to do with the 18th-century
European romanticization of rural life.
These European romantic ideals only further increased after the French Revolution
and the Napoleonic Wars. During this period, nationalism took hold; France and other
European countries glorified the past, focusing on key moments that demonstrated “the
magnificent time of medieval chivalry.”85 Hero-worshipping became the standard, and
emerging art and history collections – as can be found in The Cluny Museum in Paris –
dismissed anything that was deemed unromantic, such as the peasant lifestyle. Museums
presented an idealized view of history as it applied solely to the upper classes.
Such a grand recounting of a country's history became the European norm, until
1873, when a Swedish scholar named Arthur Hazelius conceived of an open-air folk-art
center that emphasized traditional lifestyles. The impetus for his idea came from a
Scandinavian-wide interest in ethnography that had started earlier in the 19th century.
Modernization had transformed the region, endangering Scandinavia’s traditional lifestyles,
especially near urban areas. So Hazelius sought to capture folk cultures before modern
society fully engulfed the country. The culmination of his efforts occurred in 1891 when
Hazelius founded Skansen, which preserved both the local folk customs and the landscape in
meticulous detail. According to M.D. Jones:
What makes Skansen… outstanding is the fact that the transplantations have been
carried out with a close regard for the preservation of environmental features, even to
the details of fence enclosures, walks and roads. There is nothing artificial to detract
interest or to give a feeling of reconstitution, because each site is selected to
correspond exactly with that where the building or farm was situated originally.
Altogether, the visitor feels that he is traveling through the open country and visiting
the Scandinavian Peninsula in the days of the Vikings or in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries.86
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As extremely well-received as Skansen was throughout Scandinavia (imitations
sprung up across those lands), the folk-art “living history” museum failed to reach such
acclaim in other European countries, which continued to dwell chiefly in their upper-classbased interpretation of history well into the 20th century. In addition, cultural differences
played a major role. While Scandinavia had long been fascinated by its ancient ways of life,
other countries had far less interest in maintaining traditions in their modernizing society.87
For instance, by the late 1800s and into the early 1900s, attempts to create Skansen-inspired
“German Villages” repeatedly failed. The most notable project was to have been in
Brandenberg.
As proposed, the open-air museum in Brandenberg would have recreated a fully
functioning traditional agrarian community, complete with farmlands encircling a town
center, which would have all the trappings of a traditional German village: a church, tavern,
smithy, school, bakery, etc., all grouped around a pond.88 To further convey the historic
period, people dressed in traditional garb and farm animals were to have been included
throughout the open-air museum. The designers even intended to incorporate a guest hotel
into the plan, in close proximity to the village. Emperor Wilhelm II himself enthusiastically
endorsed the idea, believing it might “inspire German farmers to return to the building
traditions of their forefathers.”89 Despite this royal proclamation, Brandenberg’s open-air
museum failed to drum up enough supporters, who apparently simply “did not understand
the idea.”90
During this period, some European museologists took it upon themselves to (in their
eyes, at least) improve upon Hazelius’ work and suggested radical approaches to his open-air
museum standards. Between 1909 and 1913, one such effort occurred in Königsberg in
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Eastern Prussia. The project’s lead, Richard Dethlefsen – an expert in the region’s
antiquities – envisioned an open-air museum that would put all others to shame. Not only
would the sheer size of the museum dwarf earlier museum models, but Dethlefsen also
intended for all structures to be permanently inhabited. This idea went beyond mere
reenactment; he wanted to demonstrate a utilitarian, albeit culturally traditional, living
space.91
Dethlefsen’s approach would effectively make the inhabitants part of the exhibit,
which potentially had comical or ethical undertones, considering his museum was built next
to Königsberg's zoo. In addition, Dethlefsen constructed the entire museum from scratch, as
opposed to other then-contemporary open-air museums, which would develop their exhibits
from period-specific structures that would be moved from their original locations.
Regardless of Dethlefsen’s decision to hire craftsmen trained in traditional construction
techniques and his claim that the replicas would therefore be genuine, the implementation
of inauthentic elements in an open-air museum is highly controversial to this day.
During the first half of the 20th century, open-air museums flourished in Europe,
mostly in Scandinavian countries, but also in German and Eastern European areas.
Importantly, the great majority of these exhibits continued to focus on rural folkloric
traditions with few based in an urban environment. This was in large part due to the
theoretical nature of open-air museums as a forum for maintaining a culture’s ancient ways,
as opposed to representing the modernizing lifestyles inherent to the cities. In addition,
open-air museums were constructed by moving and restoring antique structures, and they
needed sufficient space for building the exhibit.92
By the time open-air museums made their way to the United States, the ownership of
European open-air museums – and the cost of maintaining them – had started to shift from
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the wealthy patron to state control. American open-air museums, on the other hand, were
formed almost exclusively from private funding. For instance, the Rockefeller family played
a significant financial role in developing Virginia’s Williamsburg in 1926. Williamsburg also
deviated from the European practices of preserving rural lifestyles and restoring old
buildings, instead constructing a colonial village, much of which was recreated. Although
American open-air museums eventually concentrated on folklife – such as the Old
Sturbridge Village, developed in 1947, and which today offers visitors a 200-acre exhibit
with 40 historical buildings – the preference for replication over restoration became
commonplace in American open-air museums. The American model was, by and large,
designed to be commercial and promote tourism.93
The American proclivity for commercialism aside, one aspect shared by both
American and European open-air museums was (and still is in many cases) the penchant for
reenactment: actors and craftspeople playing the role of a past villager. The 19th-century
publicist, Heinrich Pudor – inspired by the educational potential of an open-air museum –
enthusiastically asserted that the Hazelius model demonstrated “life in action” and offered
an educational component that was accessible to people from all classes. Making a museum
less elitist and more attractive to the commoner motivated museologists to develop open-air
museums that catered to everyday people. Thus, on a global level, regardless of an open-air
museum’s intent – to preserve and educate or to make money from tourism – the means to
the end was roleplaying.94
By the 1950s, open-air museums had gained such popularity in Europe and North
America that the International Council of Museums (ICOM) felt the need to discuss them in
their 5th General Assembly, held in Geneva in 1956. Among other topics, the meeting sought
to create a definition for this open-air museum phenomenon – Motion No. 4 – in part so
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that the museums could seek and potentially obtain financial assistance from the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). ICOM’s resolution
was brief:
1. Whereas open-air museums select, dismantle, transport, reconstruct and maintain
in an appropriate site and with their original equipment, authentic architectural
groups or elements, which are characteristic of types of life, of dwellings, of
agricultural activities, of crafts, etc., of disappearing cultures,
2. Whereas such museums, if organized according to tested methods, have an
exceptional scientific, educational and spectacular interest and insure the
conservation of a precious part of a people’s heritage,
3. Whereas this type of museum, originated in the Scandinavian countries, is
insufficiently known in numerous countries in various sections of the globe which
are planning and constructing new museums,
ICOM,
Resolves to organize in one or several Scandinavian countries, if possible in 1957, a
meeting to which will be invited museographers belonging to countries in which it
would be desirable and possible to organize open-air museums,
Recommends that UNESCO bring this project to the attention of the International
Committee on Monuments and facilitate its realization through grants and technical
missions.95
ICOM’s first effort at developing criteria required a reexamination, and in 1957 the
organization added language to broaden the definition. Open-air museums would be defined
as:
A collection of buildings open to the public, composed as a rule of elements of
popular and pre-industrial architecture, the dwellings of farmers, shepherds,
fishermen, craftsmen, shopkeepers and labourers, with their outhouses (barns,
sheds, etc.) places of business (mills, potteries, etc.), shops and in general a variety of
examples of rural, urban, secular, ecclesiastic, private or public architecture of this
kind, comprising eventually examples of great architecture (manor houses, chapels,
historic houses, etc.) which it has not been possible to preserve in situ, and
architectural examples dating from the industrial era. These various items are
displayed with their appropriate furniture and equipment. The whole is completed, if
possible, by facilities for the education and amenity of visitors, such as a room giving
general information on the museum's programme (with summary displays and
audio-visual aids) an open-air theatre for performances by folk groups, a restaurant,
etc.96
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In 1959, at its 6th General Assembly, ICOM once again revisited its effort to define
open-air museums. This time, ICOM set forth four different motions – Motions 7 through 10
– all of which explained in great detail how open-air museums should operate: the role they
should play in society, how they should differ from outdoor displays of art (specifically
sculpture), that they should make an effort to preserve pre-industrial rural architecture, and
how they should restore or replace original wooden elements. ICOM also promoted a radical
increase in the number of open-air museums around the world, especially in countries where
they did not already exist.97 Foremost, open-air museums must include historic buildings –
at least half of the total structures needed to be authentic – and educate the public on a
bygone era, often through reenactment.
Before 1960, based on their definitions, ICOM seemed hesitant to include industrial
sites as open-air museums. After all, the roots of open-air museums lay in preserving folk
traditions. In addition, industries in the mid-century were still functioning and extremely
successful; the idea that one day these massive factories might fail, close their doors, and fall
into ruin probably did not warrant discussing. Moreover, historic elements in an open-air
museum were typically translocated. Incorporating industrial in situ structures into ICOM’s
open-air-museum definition would run counter to the conservation activities occurring into
the mid-1900s. “The conservation of buildings in situ was reserved for religious and official
buildings, examples which were of importance for historical reasons, for arthistorical or for
esthetic reasons and which can in many cases be considered as ‘examples of great
architecture.'”98 These “examples of great architecture” did not apply to in situ vernacular
structures. In fact, if not for the open-air museum’s practice of translocation, many historic
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houses and buildings would have been lost, as they would have been considered unworthy of
conservation.
From 1959 until the early 1970s, the definition of an open-air museum remained
static. In 1973, the Association of European Open-Air Museums (AEOM) – which was
founded in 1966 and operates under the auspices of ICOM – formally declared “open air
museums are defined as scientific collections in the open air of various types of structures,
which as constructional and functional entities, illustrate settlement patterns, dwellings,
economy and technology” Constitution Article 1 (AEOM 1973, 109)99 This definition still
exists without any modification.100
Although an emphasis might typically be on national or regional ethnography,
significant differences in open-air museums lie in the ideologies that motivate the exhibit:
nationalistic pride, a love for rural traditions (or vice versa: a disdain for the peasant
lifestyle), a fascination with foreign cultures (e.g.: open-air museums at international
exhibitions), a supplement to a traditional indoor museum, historic preservation,
archaeology, education, profitability, etc. Although four major bodies currently provide
guidance to open-air museums – ICOM, AEOM, Archaeological Open-Air Museums and
Experimental Archaeology (EXARC, based in Denmark), and The Association for Living
History, Farm and Agricultural Museums (ALHFAM, based in the USA) – many open-air
museums function under the guidance of more localized entities, such as the Nordic
Association of Archaeological Open-Air Museums (NOOAM, Sweden) or International
Committee for Regional Museums (ICR) – which is an ICOM subcommittee that assists all
regional museums, not necessarily just open-air.
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Notably, one European association attempts to identify and specifically support
industrial history: the European Route of Industrial Heritage (ERIH). In 1999, in celebration
of its 50th anniversary, the Council of Europe sought to highlight its members’ shared history
by establishing a campaign that would “raise public awareness of the values of the manmade environment (cultural landscape and architectural heritage), to highlight the economic
resources of this heritage for sustainable development and to encourage voluntary work to
protect and preserve this heritage.”101
This campaign’s primary purpose was to promote tourism; a network of industrial
sites that would motivate travelers to visit countries throughout the region. In 2001, a
comprehensive plan was submitted that emphasized “the economic potential of industrial
heritage as a tourist brand and present[ed] the possible structure of a pan-European
network with anchor points (including their quality standards), regional routes and theme
routes.” While ERIH does not attempt to redefine open-air museums – the organization
simply offers members a forum for self-promotion – it successfully showcases Europe’s
industrial history sites in situ, which ICOM’s and AEOM’s definitions avoid.
Except for ALHFAM, the vast majority of organizations that offer guidance to openair museums exist in Europe. Moreover, ALHFAM specifically addresses living history (i.e:
reenactment). Essentially, open-air museums in the United States lack an authority
providing standards for sites that would not fall under ALHFAM’s purview. In an email
exchange, Martha Katz-Hyman, an Independent Curator working for Jamestown-Yorktown
Foundation in Virginia and affiliated with ALHFAM, confirms that “there is no U.S.
government process for selecting, choosing, or approving which historic site will be an openair museum… There’s no real universal definition because figuring it out is so difficult.”102 In
another email exchange, Jay Johnston, Collections Accountability Specialist at the National
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Museum of American History, surmises, “One possible explanation for an open-air
museum's identity is that no two museums are alike… It could also be that different cultures
define types of museums differently (and there are many cultures throughout the US).”103
Many American open-air museums, in the absence of a national vision, rely on
accreditation from the American Alliance of Museums (AAM), which was founded in 1906.
Although AAM recognizes open-air museums as valid museums, the organization has yet to
provide its own definition. Apparently, instead of judging and overseeing a museum’s
content, AAM seems more concerned with museums solely adhering to its Core Standards:
“Public Trust and Accountability, Mission & Planning, Leadership and Organizational
Structure, Collections Stewardship, Education and Interpretation, Financial Stability, and
Facilities and Risk Management.”104
Ultimately, although attempts have been made to concoct a universal definition of an
open-air museum, the success of this ever happening is highly unlikely. ICOM or AEOM can
alter their definitions repeatedly to provide a modicum of guidance, but in the end, what an
open-air museum is and how it should function will be determined by local authorities,
whether that authority is a central government, state, or city. The rehabilitation of Fulton
Bag & Cotton Mills has quite a few attributes that align with the current European
definitions of an open-air museum, yet it also has its own idiosyncrasies. Therefore, it is
important to consider the intrinsic value of The Mill's intangible history, its tangible
historical elements, its human narrative – the impact they had on American society (city,
state, and national) – and how all this information is being presented to the public. Only a
holistic examination will determine The Mill’s status as an open-air museum.
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Site as an Artifact

To outright declare that Fulton Cotton Mill Lofts/The Stacks fails as an open-air
museum or public-history site does not consider the evolution (or lack thereof) and
consistent reexamination of the open-air-museum definition. Almost all open-air museums
express nuances that separate one from the other. Examining the motivation behind creating
an outdoor museum and its implementation would better assist in accurately determining
the legitimacy of The Mill as an open-air museum or public-history site.
Even in the most conservative interpretation of the current definitions, an open-air
museum’s collection of buildings and objects is the most important part of the exhibition,
and The Mill’s rehabilitation fulfills this requirement. Aderhold’s conversion of this property
closely adhered to the strong belief – held by historians and preservationists – that these
buildings and their histories warranted saving. It is without question that The Mill’s
rehabilitated structures meet that part of ICOM’s and AEOM’s criteria. What must be
scrutinized, however, is the presentation of the site’s history.
When Aderhold Properties, Inc. completed the adaptive reuse of the cotton mill into
lofts, the company gave the community an authentic archaeological record on public display.
Open-air museums tend to focus on objects that are too large to fit inside traditional
museums, and this site is no exception: The Mill’s heavy machinery (fig. 11), steam engines
(fig. 12), the mammoth visible coal chutes (fig. 13), and large water tower (fig. 14) all
represent the site’s tangible history. The redevelopment included these objects for a visual
and aesthetic effect. In addition, the iconic smokestacks (fig. 15), original Power Plant and
Boiler House (fig. 16), train trestles (fig. 17), and other mill buildings became notable
monuments, while the smaller machinery, such as the sewing machines, became curated
objects one might see in a museum. Thus, Aderhold deconstructed the “museum” walls while
rehabilitating Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills by maintaining historical façades and placing
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industrial objects outdoors. The new community offered an inviting experience and, as a
whole, the entire site itself became the artifact, conserved and preserved.
AEOM provides guidelines for the placement, preservation, and safeguarding of
buildings in regard to their decay or decline, which can include the human activities that
went into creating a building, using a building, and abandoning a building.
The duties of the open-air museum include (1) transferring historical monuments;
(2) rearranging them in order to relocate to the desired site; (3) conserving, (4)
maintaining and equipping the buildings. These buildings consist of buildings that
are deteriorated in terms of appearance, lifestyle, housing conditions, cultural
activities, agriculture, and craft.105
Although Aderhold did not move buildings to alternate locations, the construction
team did salvage and translocate other objects (machinery, bobbins, cotton fabrics, historic
documents, etc.) within the site. Yet compared to traditional open-air museums, which also
emphasize public access to interior elements (furniture, tools, etc.), smaller mill objects were
placed inside hallways’ common areas of the rehabilitated structures, which now house the
private lofts and are thus generally inaccessible to non-residents. In addition, they were not
placed in their original context, but as displays of industrial art. Aderhold took great care to
maintain numerous found objects and authentically restore the industrial buildings’
exteriors in situ so that their life stories were still evident.
On the other hand, when Aderhold installed these found objects around the
compound, the developer did not include any didactic text that would provide an
interpretation of them. In addition, there is no reference to the original function of any of the
historic structures. Aderhold also repurposed, moved, or filled in certain structural
components with brick or plaster – such as fire doors, windows, entryways, and vaults – but
nonetheless left visible remnants of those elements (e.g.: brick archways and vault doors
mounted to a wall) in order to represent their context prior to rehabilitation.
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While most of The Mill’s structures initially required restoration, reconstruction was,
at times, also necessary. When Aderhold demolished The Original Mill/Old Bleachery and
installed a swimming pool (towards what would have been the structure’s rear), the design
plans integrated The Original Mill/Old Bleachery’s remaining rear wall, which included the
brick water tower, and portions of the side walls, creating a ¾ enclosure around the pool.106
Much of the rear wall’s brick elements, however, had deteriorated and required replacement,
so Aderhold followed preservation guidelines and reconstructed the wall, using brick from
other 19th-century Southern mills. As an aesthetic choice, Aderhold removed but did not
replace the structure’s windows, leaving rows of open archways that now convey the
locations of the historic windows but without the construction elements. The end result
suggests the swimming pool is nestled within a mill ruin, which in truth is a combination of
restored and reconstructed components.
When the 1999 fire ravaged Mill #1, the structure was almost entirely gutted and the
roof was consumed. Aderhold needed to painstakingly reconstruct The Mill as well as
possible.107 Some original components, such as the interior’s round columns, proved to be
either unattainable or prohibitively expensive and could not be replaced in-kind.
Nonetheless, the reconstructed exterior looks identical to the original 19th-century building.
Similarly, the 2008 tornado tore off most of Mill #2’s roof, requiring Aderhold to
meticulously reconstruct it as well. While the reconstructed façades are faithful to each mill
building’s original appearance, there is a striking difference in the interiors: Mill #1 was
rebuilt primarily using late-20th-century construction materials, while Mill #2 retained most
of its original.

Louis E. Brown, “Relocation of the Pool,” Aderhold Properties, Inc., October 29, 1997,
https://thepatchworks.org/audc-fulton-cotton-mill-rehabilitation-1997-2008/.
107 “Amendment #10 to Part 2, Phase II/III, Mill #1,” National Park Service, May 18, 1999, 4,
https://thepatchworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/FBCM_NPS_Amendment2_Page_4.jpg.
106

48

The fact that Aderhold rebuilt these particular structures in situ using historical
resources suggests that this part of The Mill’s rehabilitation satisfies not only ICOM’s
criterion for reconstruction, but even some of the principles for Archeological Open-Air
Museums. The primary tenets for being an Archaeological Open-Air Museum are that the
site must have “outdoor true to scale architectural reconstructions primarily based on
archaeological sources” and that it “holds collections of intangible heritage resources and
provides an interpretation of how people lived and acted in the past.”108
Although the intangible aspects of these structures need to be further examined, the
tangible history of Mill #1, Mill #2, and The Original Mill/Old Bleachery was saved by
Aderhold referencing each building’s historical plans and the appearance of other Southern
19th-century mills. Furthermore, the fact that these relatively young structures were
constructed between 1881 and 1903 does not invalidate their archaeological standing.
According to Paardekooper in an interview, “If you ask me what is the definition of
something archaeology [sic], that also depends… is different per country… Where I come
from, the Netherlands, officially anything older than 10 years… can be called archaeology.”109

Architectural and Industrial Heritage

Conservation of an architectural heritage consists of two levels: the physical aspects
and the cognitive aspects, both relying on improving the tangible conditions through various
degrees of intervention including “(i) preservation through stabilization, maintenance, or
repair; (ii) restoration, through reassembly, reinstatement, or removal; (iii) reconstruction;
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and (iv) adaptation.”110 Therefore, conservation introduces a number of values identified
through architectural heritage, including aesthetic, symbolic, historic, and economic.111
Structures, like humans, have narratives. A building’s very existence can be a
testament to the passage of time and changes in social norms and attitudes. A location’s
story – whether it’s a neighborhood, village, or city – is shaped by both the people and the
structures within its confines.
Architecture is an ever-present form of visual storytelling. The built environment has
the ability to capture the history of a place and tell that story through space.
Architecture forms a visual, spatial link between the past, present, and future,
becoming a point in the timeline of a place and culture.112
Ensuring that the architectural historical story does not fade away, the survival of
sites and environments as public-history sites and/or open-air museums is vital. The
rejuvenation of industrial buildings is a way not only to bolster communities, but also to
reconstruct memories. People who once lived and worked in mills and mill villages can
revisit their roots and use these sites as a tool for remembering, thus validating the
authenticity of their experience.
Increasingly, U.S. cities are focusing on rehabilitating industrial sites, providing
older communities with new opportunities, even while promoting cultural heritage. These
industrial sites include both individual buildings and larger complexes. They have been
redeveloped into parks with affordable housing, history museums, or places designed for
entertainment, and impact their respective surrounding neighborhoods by attracting
businesses, preservation incentive deals, and mixed-use development. In rapidly changing
societies and communities, whether due to gentrification or older populations passing away,
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the preservation of cultural assets is vital for ensuring the sustainability of values and
principles.
The conservation and maintenance of the monuments and objects on The Mill’s
property validate the importance of Cabbagetown’s cultural identity. The preservation of
Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills perpetuates an historic sense of place and social structure; it
enriches the lives of the people living next to the converted mill due to its physical
characteristics and its historical meaning. The landscape of Cabbagetown, the buildings,
objects, traditions, and local knowledge are some of the essential elements that form the
fabric of the neighborhood. The Mill connects people to perspective and purpose.
Considering the ideology of the International Council of Monuments and Sites
(ICOMOS), there are “buildings without which the place in which they are located on would
lose its essence.”113 Without The Mill, a crucial part of Cabbagetown’s history would be
eradicated, removing the mill village’s reason for existing. Rehabilitation ensured that the
neighborhood’s history of industrialism and the legacy of its mill workers will not be
subjected to a past memory, but will have a presence in the revival of public history brought
forth through the revitalization of The Mill.
The visual impact of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills’ large, mill machinery – which is now
displayed throughout the rehabilitated site – is unquestionably impressive. Preserving and
exhibiting this machinery not only conveys The Mill’s industrial might and power, but also
connects the resident or visitor (the public) with the intangible historical role played by the
surrounding structures. Artifacts are imbued with the memory of the people who lived in
that era. These memories invoke a human narrative that emotionally engages the resident or
visitor and helps form a dialogue with the space. The conversion of this unique landscape
tells the story of human existence. The spirit of people working in extreme mill conditions,
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surviving hardships, and shaping their community – physically, socially, and culturally –
needs to be celebrated and respected.
While the enduring presence of The Mill offers a powerful reminder of Atlanta’s
tangible and intangible industrial heritage, is that enough to suggest the rehabilitated site is
an open-air museum – or even a museum in any sense of the word? According to ICOM, “[A]
museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service that researches, collects,
conserves, interprets, and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage. Open to the public,
accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and sustainability.”114
Two key issues immediately stand out in this definition: 1) Is this site overseen by a
permanent nonprofit organization? 2) Is it open to the public? Addressing the first issue,
today’s residential community is, as mentioned previously, owned and managed by multiple
entities. The two management groups, TriBridge Residential and FirstService Residential,
are for-profit. The Stacks COA, however, is a nonprofit entity that – among other things –
decides the funding and implementation for condo-side projects.
As for the second issue, The Mill’s gated community prevents unfettered public
access. In addition, the museum inside B Building and the smaller exhibits inside other
buildings not only have limited access to the general public, but also to the residents: renters
and condo-owners cannot access each other’s buildings. While these limitations appear to
immediately disqualify the site from being a museum, there are counterarguments that
suggest otherwise.
As for public access, as previously mentioned, NPS emphasizes that having visual
access is sufficient. Prioritizing an outdoor site’s visibility over physical accessibility is not
limited to the United States. Throughout the world, when preservationists or museologists
deem public intrusion potentially damaging to open-air historic properties, they limit or
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outright prevent physical access (e.g.: Pompeii Archaeological Park, the Roman Forum, etc.).
The rehabilitated mill’s gate is designed not simply to maintain the residents' privacy, but
also prevents harm to the historic elements (e.g.: graffiti on the buildings and monuments;
breakage of the machines positioned throughout the compound).
An example of a local public-history site’s challenges with the negative impact of
accessibility is Historic Oakland Cemetery. Although gated, the cemetery is fully open to
visitors during daytime hours. While this accessibility validates its designation as an outdoor
historic site, the cemetery at times also suffers significant damage, such as the vandalism of
the Jewish burial grounds or the defacing of Confederate statues.115 When attacks on the
property occur, many of the irreplaceable historical elements can get permanently defaced.
Even the daily grind of human traffic across the cemetery’s landscape must be rectified by
regular maintenance. Although the rehabilitated mill’s gates seemingly detract from the
public’s experience, limiting or controlling access to the property protects The Mill’s
preserved history.
In regard to the second concern, one nonprofit has recently emerged in the
Cabbagetown community that fulfills the role of museum curator. Established in 2016, The
Patch Works Art & History Center (The Patch Works) is a non-profit 501(c)3 that endeavors
to sustain and preserve not only the history of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills, but the
neighborhood as a whole.116 The Patch Works collects archival materials on both The Mill
and mill village and conducts interviews with original residents and millworkers (i.e.:
primary sources), who once lived or continue to live in Cabbagetown and/or worked in The
Mill. In 2020, The Patch Works relocated its office from a property in the mill village to a loft
inside the mill community, and so the nonprofit currently operates onsite.

J.D. Capelouto, Rosalind Bentley, and Bo Emerson, “Atlanta to remove ‘Lion of the Confederacy’ statue from
Oakland Cemetery,” Atlanta-Journal Constitution, updated August 17, 2021,
https://www.ajc.com/news/atlanta-news/atlanta-to-remove-lion-of-the-confederacy-statue-from-oaklandcemetery/SXR6Q3UP2REKXP2VMXJZHBCJ5Q/.
116 “About,” The Patch Works Art & History Center, n.d., https://thepatchworks.org/about/.
115

53

The Patch Works’ staff also sit on Cabbagetown’s Historic Preservation and Land Use
Committee (HPLU), which provides oversight for development proposals within the
community, ensuring that construction work complies with the landmark guidelines
established by the City of Atlanta and is in good keeping with the National Register. The
rehabilitated mill community must also adhere to these guidelines; The Patch Works
partners with Easements Atlanta, the APC, TriBridge Residential, the Stacks COA,
FirstService Residential, and the AUDC to monitor projects that affect the historical
elements.
In addition, The Patch Works acts as a Co-Chair for a newly formed committee, The
Stacks Art & Artifacts Committee, which works with the COA board and within The Mill’s
gated community. With assistance from The Patch Works, this committee strives to conserve
onsite artifacts and add installations throughout common areas. These future installations
will consist of: original art projects, historic documents pertaining to The Mill, and
additional displays of historic objects and artifacts. The Patch Works and the Arts & Artifacts
Committee will also craft interpretative signage to be placed around the property and use
archival software to provide collections management oversight for all the exhibited art,
objects, and artifacts. Once completed – for the first time since rehabilitation – the historical
elements placed around The Mill during conversion will be documented.

Cultural Tourism

As the stewards of material and immaterial knowledge, public-history sites and openair museums have a unique capacity for providing communities, such as Cabbagetown, with
social and economic opportunities. In addition, to better maintain an historic
neighborhood’s modern-day relevance, preservationists can implement innovative outreach
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programs and networking opportunities that expand public interest beyond the community’s
borders. Advantages of open-air museums include:
Socio-economic approach where consideration could be given to improving the
economic prospects of open-air museums, as open-air museums could be used as
sites for the film industry and business conferences; entertainment and
attractions where museums provide interest, education, and enjoyment through
exhibition displays and collections; museums as civilizational and cultural
centers where quality of experience depends on the public’s participation in art
shows, craft fairs, festivals, and special events; cultural approach where
preserving heritage in the context of museums involves saving old buildings from
demolition or decay and preserving them in good condition.117
Industrial heritage as a tourist asset gives the general public direct access to the
industrial past by allowing “urban exploration” of these vital landmarks of American history.
Organizations like the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), the Society
for Industrial Archaeology (SIA), and the NPS, help identify and support potential cultural
destinations, so that visitors can learn the stories of unfamiliar communities or rediscover
their ancestral roots.
The rehabilitation of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills into lofts, along with the industrial
heritage assets, helped reconstruct the urban fabric and revitalize a community for future
generations to enjoy. Similarly, other American cities have seized opportunities to leverage
underutilized, historically significant buildings to promote cultural heritage by saving the
structures from demolition. In turn, this has spurred economic growth and created beautiful
public spaces through adaptive reuse.
Cabbagetown has become a cultural tourism destination, and the preservation of
Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills played a crucial role in this accomplishment. Even without
uncontrolled public access, tourists are awestruck when they see the large mill buildings and
the 200’ smokestacks that tower over the neighborhood. The rehabilitated cotton mill and its
mill village are unique in Fulton County, Georgia – together, they are the last of their kind.
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While mills once flourished in Fulton County, none has been preserved like Fulton Bag &
Cotton Mills.
The entire Cabbagetown neighborhood has the atmosphere of an open-air museum.
With the old mill acting as its anchor, the mill village boasts hundreds of well-preserved,
historic homes that faithfully maintain their vernacular architecture, while contemporary
public art installations line the streets. If Dethlefsen were alive today, he might recognize a
community that exemplifies his vision. It is at once a place of antiquity and a place of
utilitarian practicality; a place inhabited and progressing but still maintaining its past.
To this day, many open-air museums feel the need to perform costumed
reenactments to satisfy their educational goals but doing so in Cabbagetown would be
derided as inauthentic and would potentially be considered insulting. Not only do several
mill-era families continue to dwell in the neighborhood, but many of the old attitudes still
exist. The residents form deep, almost familial bonds with each other, sit on their porches
and speak to passersby, meet regularly to discuss the neighborhood, and look out for one
another. While the demographic has changed, the essence of the mill-era community has
persevered. Instead of reenacting, the community simply maintains its ways. One significant
tradition that carried over to the new Cabbagetown is a love for artistic expression.
Since its beginning, the mill village has always been linked to music, utilitarian art
(traditional and modern quilting), pottery, and folk art. For example: in 1986, Cabbagetown
– along with CSX (previously Seaboard Systems Railroad) and the City of Atlanta – designed
a cement wall to act as a sound barrier between the trains and the neighborhood. On this
wall are eight 12’ x 16’ art panels, each containing 192 square tiles kilned by Esther Peachey
Lefever at The Patch.118 These tiled murals tell the story of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills and the
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mill workers. Today, the art panels remain, but now share wall space with many muralists,
who paint the wall once a year, during an event called Forward Warrior.
Forward Warrior is a collaboration between Atlanta-area artists and two of
Cabbagetown’s community-based nonprofits: the Cabbagetown Initiative Community
Development Corporation (CICDC), and the Cabbagetown Neighborhood Improvement
Association (CNIA). The event’s partnership creates cultural and non-cultural opportunities
in one place at one time. People, local and non-local, come to Cabbagetown to pose in front
of the muraled wall, adding their pictures to social media as a way to document their visit.
According to Silberberg, the definition of cultural tourism of a neighborhood is “visits by
persons from outside the host community motivated wholly or in part by interest in the
historical, artistic, scientific, or lifestyle/heritage offerings of a community, region, group, or
institution.”119 Another event that solicits successful cultural-tourism partnerships is the
annual Chomp & Stomp Festival, a chili and bluegrass festival, which raises funds for the
upkeep of the Cabbagetown parks through sponsorship, donations, and ticket sales for the
event.
To educate the public on Cabbagetown’s history, The Patch Works conducts walking
tours both inside The Mill and throughout the neighborhood, which is equally rich in
tangible and intangible history. The symbiosis between The Mill and mill village can best be
told through these guided tours; neither interpretive signage nor reenactments could fully
explain this complicated relationship.
The Patch Works’ tours fill the knowledge gap on the “what, when, why, and how” the
neighborhood functioned. The tours also spotlight significant events, ideas, and narratives
regarding the historical contextual relationships between mill ownership, millworkers, and
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mill village residents, as well as the neighborhood’s internecine dynamics. A few of these
tours are done as collaborations with other historic organizations, such as the APC and
Historic Oakland Cemetery, which is adjacent to Cabbagetown and within easy walking
distance.
The Patch Works offers visitors with several, basic options for tours and is even
willing to customize them to fit a guest’s personal preference. In general, tours run anywhere
from one-and-a-half to three hours, depending on whether attendees wish to tour The Mill
and the mill village, or simply one of them. The Patch Works’ tours present discussions
concerning:
•

The Mill’s and Fulton Mill Village’s chronological history.

•

The Mill’s and Fulton Mill Village’s architecture.

•

The tangible history of the in situ mill structures (including the monuments and
industrial artifacts), and Fulton Mill Village’s houses and commercial buildings.

•

The historical stories of the Elsas family and the millworkers (e.g.: Jacob Elsas,
Oscar Elsas, and Fiddlin’ John Carson).

•

The first-hand stories as told by past millworkers and past-or-present mill-era
residents (e.g.: Effie Dodd Gray, Margaret Long, Joyce Brookshire, Ronald
Edwards, etc.).

•

Race relations in the community and the history of Black labor at The Mill (e.g.:
when Black laborers were hired, what types of jobs they performed, in which
structures they worked, how their employment was received by white workers,
and how this compared to hiring practices across the United States).

•

The Mill’s labor unrest, in particular the 1897 Strike and 1914-1915 Strike.

•

The history of Cabbagetown’s gentrification, including Aderhold Properties’
rehabilitation of The Mill.
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•

The present-day situation (e.g.: today’s Cabbagetown community, The Mill’s
upkeep, modernization and development vs. historic preservation).

In addition, The Patch Works has hosted workshops on quilt-making, Appalachian
cooking, and fiddle-playing. It has presented guest lecture series, produced plays about
Cabbagetown in the community’s outdoor theatre, and supported numerous annual
neighborhood events, such as the Cabbagetown Reunion Day Festival, which brings together
the community’s Originals and today’s residents. The nonprofit’s activities reinforce a
visitor’s perception that all of Cabbagetown is a museum.
Cabbagetown’s three nonprofits, The Patch Works, CNIA, and CICDC, work in
tandem to bring tourism partners to the neighborhood, creating more financial
opportunities and increasing interest in Cabbagetown as a destination for people making
travel plans. Simultaneously, the neighborhood offers restaurants, bars, and other
businesses (yoga, tattoo parlor, chiropractor, etc.). One business is, in and of itself, historic:
Little’s Food Store, which was founded in 1929 and still operates under that name – and in
very much the same way for almost 100 years. “Cultural tourism is almost as diverse as
culture itself in that it can embrace practically any activity connected with, or peculiar to, a
country, area, city or town: art, cinema, language, sport, religion, architecture, gastronomy,
nature or any kind of folklore.”120
In 2005, the Atlanta BeltLine’s arrival in Cabbagetown created another opportunity
for tourism. A path that travels 22 miles along unused railroad tracks, the BeltLine acts as a
unifying thread through many of Atlanta’s in-town communities. Tourists can access
Cabbagetown by foot, by bike, by scooter, and even by car (visitors often park in the
neighborhood and then use the BeltLine trail). In addition to bringing an influx of transient
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sightseers, however, the Beltline has also greatly accelerated the neighborhood’s
gentrification process.
Concerns about affordable housing, gentrification and displacement have
accompanied the development of the Atlanta BeltLine since its earliest days. The
vision for the project — a 22-mile multi-use trail built on an old railway line looping
the entire city of Atlanta — was so clear a catalyst for rising real estate value that the
original development plan, completed in 2005, included a goal of building 5,600
workforce housing units to mitigate the impacts of gentrification. Now, with more
than half the time elapsed before the projected completion date of 2030, the BeltLine
is still scrambling to make good on the promise of affordable housing. And some
advocates say too much damage has already been done in terms of displacement,
runaway home values, and speculative investment.121
Its role in influencing the economy and in substantially increasing foot and vehicular
traffic has provoked nuanced but resolute perspectives in the neighborhood, often pitting
neighbors against each other. Its presence has made caring for and protecting Cabbagetown,
including The Mill’s residential lofts, even more important, as human and environmental
behaviors will eventually take a toll on the historical integrity of the community.

Public Funding vs. Private Community

One major difference between Cabbagetown and other rehabilitated mill
communities is funding. The Boott Cotton Mills Museum in Lowell, Massachusetts, like
Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills, is on the National Register but is also a National Park and
therefore receives federal funding. While Cabbagetown’s rehabilitated cotton mill is
admirable, the current debate about its validity as a public-history site is hindering the
community’s access to public funding and is therefore frustrating for anyone interested in
The Mill’s long-term preservation.
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Although still a shining example of an historic industrial property's successful
rehabilitation, the decision to transform it into a private gated community – as opposed to a
space with full, public accessibility – currently places the onus of upkeep on the residents. In
the long run, this burden is financially untenable. Without outside funding, the community
will fall into an economic death spiral. Eventually, the cost of preservation will become too
great for substantial upkeep, which will jeopardize the future of the very elements that were
saved during rehabilitation.
While today’s mill community presents the attributes of a public-history site –
especially with the emergence of The Patch Works – a certain amount of additional public
access and the integration of didactic signage would strengthen the pro-open-air-museum
argument. The intermittent guided walking tours have already placed the rehabilitated mill
on solid ground when arguing for an open-air museum status, but there’s room for much
more improvement (e.g.: regularly scheduled tours, onsite public events, etc.).
This past summer, after The Patch Works submitted a research paper on the history
of The Mill and its founder, the Georgia Historical Society awarded an historical marker to
Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills and Jacob Elsas. This marker – which will be placed outside the
gates and accessible to the public – will convey the wide-scale industrial, human, and
aesthetic history of The Mill, thus adding a didactic element that has so far been lacking.
If the community embraces its role as a public-history site or works to establish itself
as an open-air museum, outside funding would not only support the upkeep of its
rehabilitated structures, but it would also allow for the restoration of its ornamental
elements, including an historic building that Aderhold Properties, Inc. never converted. As a
“creative decision” (although cost was most likely the determining factor), Aderhold opted to
leave one very large and very expensive industrial structure alone and in its deteriorating
condition: the Power Plant (which includes the Engine Room and the Boiler House). In
addition, there are the historic elements that are uninhabitable and considered ornamental:
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the water tower, and the smokestacks. There are serious environmental concerns that affect
the water tower, smokestacks, and Power Plant, which are increasingly sensitive to
inclement weather and rust and have the potential of collapsing if left unattended. Ironically,
Aderhold’s decision to neglect the Power Plant is reminiscent of when Seaboard Systems
Railroad intended to allow The Mill to fall into ruin.
At this time, TriBridge Residential and The Stacks COA are determining special
assessments that would pay for rudimentary repairs to the structures, but their approach to
mitigation is only as a “band-aid” to a much larger and looming problem. They have not
created a long-term solution, other than the idea of repeatedly forcing the residents to fund
repairs every few years.
Understandably, the ownership groups are concerned about public safety first and
foremost, but their current agenda omits continual preservation. Their current plan is to
strip away, as inexpensively as possible, not only invasive vegetation and other foliage, but
also structural elements that are deemed hazardous, regardless of historical relevance. When
it comes to safety, historic preservation guidelines will allow for the removal of potentially
hazardous elements. The concern is whether those elements are truly hazardous or simply
unsightly. There’s also the question as to whether the elements’ removal was more about
keeping costs low (i.e.: refurbishing them would have been possible but more expensive).
If the property, however, were considered a public-history site or an open-air
museum, then grant money could easily be accessed and applied. These grants could help
fund the cost of maintaining the water tower and the smokestacks, plus the Power Plant
could be rehabilitated and converted into a functional resource, such as a museum and
meeting rooms. Residents could continue to live in a well-maintained historic property, free
from financial stress, while the public could benefit from its preservation.
For this to become a reality, however, residents would need to vote on the extent to
which they’d be willing to allow additional public access, which might possibly entail
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modifying the privacy rules set forth during rehabilitation. Ostensibly, this could happen,
but only if residents learn more about The Mill’s history and subsequent conversion – the
various players, the challenges, the costs, the rationale, as well as the enduring and positive
impact it had on preserving Atlanta’s history.
The education of residents, however, is difficult to keep consistent and meaningful.
This is due, in large part, to The Stacks’ high turnover rate, which often erases any strides in
fostering a long-lasting understanding of the property. Moreover, by lacking the selfmotivation to research The Mill’s history, the municipal guidelines, and the condo
association documents, most residents tend to be confused by what is considered historic
and why. For instance, a large number of residents believe that the historic Power Plant is
ugly – a visual blight – and should be demolished. In truth, the greatest obstacle to The Mill
achieving a universally accepted open-air museum status is not the gate, but the residents
and their lack of awareness about the rich history of their home. Paardekooper muses, “I
don’t think having a fence around an area is really important. I think it’s important what you
do.”122
Much like its efforts to educate the general public with its walking tours, The Patch
Works needs to educate the residents on the history of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills, potentially
training them as “employees” (volunteers) of the site. The residents would play a crucial role
in the living environment, performing various duties like walking tours or collections
management. They would need to be fully engaged. Most of all, the residents must
understand that controlled public access would allow connectivity, preservation, and an
educational forum to co-exist with their privacy. Once a willingness to share The Mill history
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more openly with the public is achieved, then the community “will have the magic of being
an original place.”123

Conclusion

When Aderhold Properties completed its adaptive reuse of Fulton Bag & Cotton
Mills, the visual history of one of the South’s most prestigious 19th-century cotton mills was
successfully preserved. Although Aderhold demolished a number of structures, a significant
amount of The Mill’s tangible history – much of which is protected in perpetuity through
preservation easements – nonetheless remains intact and apparent to both residents and
passersby, who can easily view the imposing mill structures from the public right-of-way. In
addition, a community-based nonprofit, The Patch Works Art & History Center, not only
collects and maintains the site’s historical artifacts, documents, and photographic images,
but also offers guided walking tours that address The Mill’s intangible stories.
That being said, is the current presentation of The Mill’s tangible and intangible
cultural heritage enough to warrant labeling the entire rehabilitated complex a publichistory site or possibly an open-air museum? Expanding upon this question further, could
the entirety of Cabbagetown, which includes The Mill and Fulton Mill Village, fall under a
single, public-history-site or open-air-museum umbrella? While Cabbagetown holds many of
the traits that align with both identifications – namely, its preserved historic architecture
and publicly visible artifacts –are these attributes being utilized appropriately, in a manner
conducive to educating the public? In addition, will Cabbagetown’s history be adequately
maintained and remain historically relevant in the long term?
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When considered either separately or together as “Cabbagetown,” both The Mill and
Fulton Mill Village currently succeed as public-history sites. They each sufficiently present to
the general public the area’s well-preserved tangible and intangible history, which is
documented in the National Register of Historic Places and rigorously protected by the City
of Atlanta’s Landmark District Guidelines and – in The Mill’s case – Easements Atlanta.
Furthermore, The Patch Works continues to research Cabbagetown’s past, regularly adding
historical stories and other elements to its collections, which are made available to the
public. The community also enjoys the presence of multiple nonprofit entities – CICDC,
CNIA (and its HPLU), and The Patch Works – all of which advocate for the continued
preservation of the neighborhood, as well as the presentation of its history in a culturally
inclusive and objective manner.
As for being an open-air museum, at this time Cabbagetown’s mill and mill town lack
certain characteristics that would allow such a designation. Namely, the biggest hindrance
prohibiting the community from being an open-air museum is a literal obstacle: The Mill’s
fence. Not only does this fence create a physical barrier that limits public access to The Mill,
but it also divides Cabbagetown, imposing upon residents on either side of this boundary an
indifference toward each other. Without physical access to The Mill and its history, Fulton
Mill Village’s relevance, in turn, suffers tremendously. In addition, residents living within
the mill community often remain aloof about their own home’s history, in large part because
of their isolation. Both visitors and locals alike cannot have a full understanding of the
neighborhood’s past without making the connection between Cabbagetown’s two,
historically symbiotic components.
Yet could The Mill (and Fulton Mill Village) become an open-air museum in the
future? To bridge the fence’s physical barrier, The Patch Works already offers guided
walking tours that incorporate the stories of both The Mill and Fulton Mill Village. In
addition, it designs community-building activities that consciously address and overcome

65

this forced division. Also, and perhaps most importantly, The Patch Works actively strives to
educate residents on both sides of the fence about local history. As Co-Chair of The Stacks
Art & Artifacts Committee, The Patch Works is attempting not only to increase public access
and the display of didactic information throughout the mill complex, but also hopes to
invigorate the mill community’s residents, motivating them to become the stewards and
curators of their home.
Motivating residents to better comprehend and embrace The Mill’s history not only
ensures that the intangible stories will be maintained, but it would also bolster a universal
desire to protect the tangible aspects of the community by determining long-term fiduciary
goals. For the sake of The Mill’s preservation and conservation, residents must identify and
implement strategies for its upkeep that go beyond quick fixes that come directly out of their
pockets. The Patch Works has spearheaded an effort to explain to residents that – by better
promoting The Mill as a public-history site – the community could potentially obtain
significant funding from outside sources. It may be possible that, if this strategy proves
successful, residents could be willing to someday allow The Mill to operate as an open-air
museum.
The idea that an historic site could function as both a residential community and an
open-air museum might, at first blush, seem farfetched. While there have been past theories
on how to design this type of merger, museums and residences remain solidly independent
of each other, regardless of whether they share the same historic land. Therefore, to be
considered an open-air museum, today’s rehabilitated Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills would
require redefining the relationship between modern living and the presentation of the past.
As museologists, preservationists, and historians navigate changes in society, how
they wish history to be presented must also be redefined. Now that post-industrial structures
are often the focus of adaptive-reuse projects, adhering to a strict ideology would limit the
history of these sites from being shared with the public. ICOM and like organizations have
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struggled with crafting one-size-fits-all definitions that might apply to museums everywhere,
but in the end, why should their opinion matter? Shouldn’t the emphasis be more on
whether the history is successfully shared and less on a rigid concept of “how” that sharing is
done?
All historic, open-air sites can and must regularly improve, adapting to societal
changes in order to create better educational spaces. Historic sites and museums that
remain inflexible in their standards will themselves become antiquated, as future
generations look to more-contemporary approaches. With some modifications to its
educational presentation, the rehabilitated Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills has the opportunity to
pioneer and implement a new philosophy in outdoor museum operations. Considering the
history of Fulton Bag & Cotton Mills, being a pioneer in this effort would be entirely
appropriate.

67

Fig. 1. Atlas of Atlanta
Ward 3. 1878. Courtesy of
The Patch Works Art &
History Center.

Fig. 2. Fulton Bag & Cotton
Mills and Factory Lot. 1899.
Sanborn Fire Map. Courtesy
of The Patch Works Art &
History Center.
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Fig. 3. Top – Interior Mill
Bldg. 1, Floor #1.
10/19/1998. Photograph by
Bamby Ray. Courtesy of The
Patch Works Art & History
Center.
Bottom – Exterior Mill Bldg.
1, Floor #1. 3/4/1999.
Photograph by Elias Jarrous.
Courtesy of The Patch Works
Art & History Center.

Fig. 4. Top – Interior Mill
Bldg. 1, Floor #1.
10/19/1998. Photograph by
Bamby Ray. Courtesy of The
Patch Works Art & History
Center.
Bottom – Interior Mill Bldg.
1, Engine House, Floor #1.
10/19/1998. Photograph by
Bamby Ray. Courtesy of The
Patch Works Art & History
Center.
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Fig. 5. Top – Interior Mill
Bldg. 1, Floor #1.
10/19/1998. Photograph by
Bamby Ray. Courtesy of The
Patch Works Art & History
Center.
Bottom – Interior Mill Bldg.
1, Floor #1. 10/19/1998.
Photo by Bamby Ray.
Courtesy of The Patch Works
Art & History Center.

Fig. 6. Top – Interior Mill
Bldg. 2, Floor #1.
10/19/1998. Photograph by
Bamby Ray. Courtesy of The
Patch Works Art & History
Center.
Bottom – Interior Mill Bldg.
2, Floor #1. 10/19/1998.
Photograph by Bamby Ray.
Courtesy of The Patch Works
Art & History Center.
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Fig. 7. Interior H Bldg.
Condominium (née Mill
Bldg. 1), Display Case
c.2000, Floor #1. 6/29/2022.
Photograph by Nina Elsas.
Courtesy of The Patch Works
Art & History Center.

Fig. 8. Interior C Bldg. (née
Warehouse 8), Museum
Space c.1996, Floor #1.
7/7/2022 Photograph by Nina
Elsas. Courtesy of The Patch
Works Art & History Center.
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Fig. 9. Interior E Bldg.
Condominium (née Mill
Bldg. 2), Original Artifacts,
Floor #1. 6/29/2022.
Photograph by Nina Elsas.
Courtesy of The Patch Works
Art & History Center.

Fig. 10. Interior E Bldg.
Condominium (née Mill
Bldg. 2), Wall Plaques, Floor
#1. 6/29/2022. Photograph by
Nina Elsas. Courtesy of The
Patch Works Art & History
Center.
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Fig. 11. Exterior H Bldg.
Condominium NW Entrance,
Mill’s Heavy Machinery.
6/29/2022. Photograph by
Nina Elsas. Courtesy of The
Patch Works Art & History
Center.

Fig. 12. Interior Power Plant,
Steam Engine. 3/26/2014.
Photograph by Jacob Elsas.
Courtesy of The Patch Works
Art & History Center.
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Fig. 13. Coal Chutes.
Courtesy of The Patch Works
Art & History Center

Fig. 14. Water Tower.
Courtesy of Fulton Cotton
Mill Lofts
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Fig. 15. Exterior H Bldg.
Condominium Courtyard
(née Mill Bldg. 1),
Smokestacks. 6/29/2022.
Photograph by Nina Elsas.
Courtesy of The Patch Works
Art & History Center.

Fig. 16. Interior Power Plant
Boiler House, Floor #1.
4/20/2014. Photograph by
Jacob Elsas. Courtesy of The
Patch Works Art & History
Center.
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Fig. 17. Exterior F Bldg.
Condominium Courtyard,
Train Trestle. 6/29/2022.
Photograph by Nina Elsas.
Courtesy of The Patch Works
Art & History Center.
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